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ά¢ƛƳŜ ƛǎ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ 
out. This city is 

truly a hidden gem 
that could shine 

far brighter or dim 
in the dust of 

othersΦέ 
 

he July 200 9 merger of the Birmingham Regional Chamber of 
Commerce and the Metropolitan Development Board into the 

Birmingham Business Alliance (BBA) presented the community 
with a tremendous opportunity to capitalize on the momentum and 

capacity of these organizatio ns. The BBA is using that window of 
opportunity to engage the Birmingham region in defining fresh goals 
and creating a holistic approach to achieve those goals. With the new 

economic development organization leading the way for the seven -
county region, the  creation of this strategy can turn that potential into 

reality.  
 
After selecting Market Street Services, Inc., a nationally -known 

independent community and economic development consulting firm 
based in Atlanta, to assist in developing Blueprint Birmingham , a 

strategic plan for the region, the BBA is confident a more prosperous 
future lies ahead for business owners and residents.  
 

Market Streetôs strategic planning process will provide 
Birmingham regional leaders with a clear 

understanding of the communit yôs strengths and 
challenges and help create a holistic strategy for 

moving the region forward and increasing its 
competiveness.  A Steering Committee, made 
up of business and community leaders, will 

oversee and guide the efforts, known as the 
Blueprint Bi rmingham Regional Economic 

Development Strategy.  
 
As in much of the country, the Birmingham region is 

facing unprecedented challenges.  This ñGreat Recessionò has hit 
Alabama and the New South very hard.  The current state of the 

economy highlights the nee d for the region to plan not for todayôs 
challenges, but for future opportunities.  The Blueprint Birmingham 
process will provide the region an opportunity to reassess the direction 

and goals in light of current community and economic realities in order 
to  effectively plan for the future.  
 

T 
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arket Street Services will facilitate the Blueprint Birmingham ï 

Regional Economic Development Strategy  process which will 
create a strategy for the regionôs economic development over 

the next five years  It builds off progress made by community 
partners  in recent years, and aims to increase Greater Birminghamôs 
competitiveness as a place to live, work, and grow.  The four phases of 

the project are:  
 

 

 
 

Phase I:  The  Competitive Realities  report  examines Greater 
Birminghamôs competitive position, in terms of People, 

Prosperity, and Place , taking into account existing 
community and economic realities and the fact that there 
have been significant changes in the national and regional 

economy in the past year.  Stakehold er input will be 
incorporated into the report, which includes: focus 

groups, interviews, and an online survey that provides 
business leaders, community leaders, and residents an 
opportunity to share their perspectives of the future of 

the region.  

 
 
Phase II:  The Target Cluster Analysis  will assess the unique 

attributes of the workforce and the region, and business 

M 
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sector composition. This report will provide quantitative 
and qualitative research to confirm existing targets and to 

identify potential opportu nities.  The regionôs existing 
target business sectors will be assessed based on national 

economic trends, existing regional assets, and an 
understanding of key competitive advantages such as 
workforce skill levels, geography, and infrastructure.  

 
Phase I II:  The Economic Development Strategy  is the means by 

which the region can determine its roadmap for success.  
The Strategy is completely informed by the three previous 
phases of research, and confirms and enhances existing 

successful programs and efforts.   The strategy leverages 
the Birmingham regionôs past successes and current 

capacity to effectively position a community to enjoy 
sustainable, balanced and equitable growth into the near -  
and long - term futures.  It also details the additional 

actions neces sary for Birmingham to attain an optimal 
level of competitiveness.   

 
Phase IV:  The Implementation Plan  ensures that the Birmingham 

region can move forward in all aspects of implementation 
efforts, including selecting strategic options, prioritizing 
action s, developing a realistic timeframe for 

implementation, and a review of funding priorities and 
potential funding sources.  Components of the 

Implementation Plan include c apacity assessments, 
benchmarks, m easurement tools, an organizational plan, 
a f irst ye ar action plan, and action plans for years two 

through five.  
 

 
Upon completion of the process, the BBA will have a consensus -based, 
achievable Implementation Plan that will propel Blueprint Birmingham 

and the region to the next level and guide the BBA in d eveloping a 
well -diversified and globally competitive region.  
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This Competitive Realities report examines the issues that impact and 

determine economic competitiveness and community vitality for the 
Birmingham region. Key demographic and economic indica tors for the 

Birmingham -Hoover, AL metropolitan area are compared to state and 
national trends as well as three comparison metropolitan areas 
(Louisville - Jefferson County, Kentucky - Indiana; Nashville -

Davidson -- Murfreesboro -- Franklin, Tennessee; and Oklahom a 
City, Oklahoma ). These outstanding communities were selected on 

the basis of their similarity to Greater Birmingham and their potential 
to compete with the region for residents and jobs. Intra - regional 
dynamics within the Birmingham region are discussed when relevant. 

The reportôs key findings are discussed in terms of the three engines 
that influence an areaôs competitiveness: its People , their Prosperity , 

and the quality of Place. 

People  

This section examines the realities and key trends in various 

demo graphic and socioeconomic attributes of the regionôs population. 
Emphasis is placed on various indicators of the social and economic 
well -being of those residing and working within the region. Key 

demographics, in addition to information on educational att ainment, 
child welfare, and primary and secondary student performance will 

shed light on Greater Birminghamôs ability to prepare its youth for an 
increasingly competitive labor market and knowledge - intensive 
economy. The appropriate context for the regionôs attributes and 

performance is provided by comparisons to the identified competing 
regions as well as state and national benchmarks.  

 
The chart at the end of this summary presents data for many of the 
key indicators examined in this section.  

 
Although th e region is growing, population growth and migration 

dynamics reveal low confidence in the City of Birmingham by existing 
residents in the region.  

 

Since 2000, the region has added nearly 72,000 new 
residents, equivalent to 6.8 percent growth.  

 
However , this rate of growth trailed the national growth 
rate (9.4 percent) as well as that of all competing regions 

(ranging from 7.8 percent to 19.8 percent) but is a full 
percentage point ahead of Alabamaôs 5.8 percent.  

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
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Population growth in Jefferson County  accounted for only 

0.2 percent of total regional growth since 2000, while the 
core county of all three comparison regions has accounted 

for at least 25 percent of population growth in their 
respective metropolitan areas.  
 

More than 19,000 more individual s moved into the 
Birmingham metropolitan area between 2003 and 2008 

than individuals who relocated elsewhere. This was 
roughly comparable to the rates of in -migration observed 
in the Louisville and Oklahoma City metropolitan areas.  

 
Despite strong, positi ve levels of net in -migration to the 

entire region, the metropolitan areaôs core county 
(Jefferson) is losing population to the surrounding 
counties within the metropolitan area, but is gaining 

population from areas outside the region. More than 
24,000 res idents moved from Jefferson County to 

surrounding counties in the metropolitan area between 
2003 and 2008 than the number of residents who moved 

to Jefferson County from the surrounding counties.  
 
However, roughly 7,400 more new residents moved to 

Jeffers on County from outside the metropolitan area than 
residents who relocated from Jefferson County to outside 

the metropolitan area. The New Orleans, Detroit, Chicago, 
and Memphis regions are among the top sources for net 
in -migration to Jefferson County.  

 
Perceptions of ñtotal flightò from Jefferson County are 

incorrect; rather, the regionôs core has experienced what 
is more commonly referred to as ñwhite flight.ò Between 
2003 and 2008, Jefferson County lost 16,477 white, non -

Hispanic residents while gaining  6,710 black, non -
Hispanic residents and 6,668 Hispanic residents. This is 

creating a region that is more geographically segregated 
along racial lines.  
 

The regionôs population growth dynamics reveal a number of 
challenges and opportunities with respect to  the regionôs workforce. 

 

The Birmingham region possesses a relatively older 
population as compared to the national age distribution 



 

 

BLUEPRINT BIRMINGHAM:  
Competitive Realities  
September 2010  

 
  6 

and that of the regionôs identified competitors. The region 
has a larger share of its population between the ages of 

45 an d 64 and a smaller share of its population between 
the ages of 25 and 44. This poses a challenge to the 

sustainability of the regionôs workforce in the wake of 
impending retirements from the Baby Boom generation.  

 

The Hispanic population growth rate betwe en 2003 and 
2008 was significantly greater than all other populations 
(+11,827; 48.3 percent). This creates both opportunities 

and challenges with respect to preparing a more bilingual 
workforce.  

 

While the regionôs residents have elevated their 
education al attainment levels in recent years, the regionôs 

competitors and the nation as a whole are making equal 
or greater progress. As a result, the Birmingham region is 
not improving its competitive position with regards to 

educational attainment. This is a ch allenge for the region 
in an increasingly knowledge - intensive economy where 

the competition for ñNew Economyò jobs is higher than 
ever.  
 

The region possesses a very diverse array of higher 
education options, with particularly strong preparation for 

health  care and medical careers. The development of the 
UAB into a larger, full - service urban university is a 
tremendous opportunity.  

 
The regionôs residents possess relatively high per capita incomes but 

there is a growing gap between the ñhavesò and ñhave-nots .ò 
 

Per capita income in the Birmingham region is higher than 

all comparison areas and roughly equivalent to the 
national average. Additionally, average incomes rose 

faster in Greater Birmingham than all comparison areas 
between 2002 and 2007.  

  

Despite higher average incomes than the comparison 
areas, the Birmingham -Hoover, AL metropolitan area 
possessed a higher poverty rate in 2007 than all three 

competing regions and the United States. With incomes 
growing faster than the national average and faster t han 

the rate of inflation, a growing poverty rate during the 



 

 

BLUEPRINT BIRMINGHAM:  
Competitive Realities  
September 2010  

 
  7 

same period is indicative of widening income gap in the 
Birmingham region.  

 
Although not as significant as other challenges facing the region, there 

are some concerns about the welfare of teenage rs.  
 

The region has a relatively large class of idle teenagers as 

compared to its three competitors. The percentage of the 
population aged 16 -19 that was not enrolled in school and 

not working in 2008 (4.9 percent) was higher in the 
Birmingham region than  in all three competing regions. 
However, teenage idleness was not quite as prevalent in 

the Birmingham region as it is nationwide.  
 

Teenage pregnancy rates in Bibb, Jefferson, Walker, and 
Blount counties are all higher than the national average.  
 

Teenag e pregnancy is less prevalent in Chilton, St. Clair, 
and Shelby counties than it is nationwide.  

There is a large urban -suburban divide within K -12 public school 
systems. Low confidence in certain school districts and continuous out -

migration to the regionôs suburbs is inhibiting their ability to make 
progress. However, residents seem optimistic that innovative and 
alternative forms of education can be implemented in the region.  

 
 

Students in the higher - income Mountain Brook Vestavia 
Hills, Trussville, and Hoover city school districts have 
consistently performed well in statewide testing of 

mathematics and reading at various grade levels.  
 

However, many students in the Fairfield, Midfield, and 
Birmingham city school districts are struggling to meet 
state st andards in key grade -subject matter standardized 

testing.  
 

As is typical with many urban -suburban divides, the same 

high -performing districts in regional Birmingham also 
possess the highest level of per pupil expenditures, 

lowest student/teacher ratios, a nd lowest percentages of 
children that are eligible for free or reduced price lunch. 
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This is indicative of the relatively high incomes of families 
located in these communities.  

 
Most residents seemed hopeful that alternative forms of 

education, such as ch arter schools, career academies, 
and expanded pre -K programs, would be viable within the 
state and across the region.  

 
The state of Alabama already possesses a very high 

quality pre -K program, but access is limited to a very 
small percentage of the state ôs young children. 
Thankfully, the Birmingham region has a relatively large 

number of nationally -accredited Child Development 
Centers, more than all comparison regions on a per capita 

basis.  

Similarly, there are tremendous opportunities to expand higher 
education capacity and programming in the region.  

 
While the Birmingham regionôs assets are significant, the 

region possesses fewer and smaller institutions of higher 
education than its three competing regions. Elevating the 

capacity of these colleges and u niversities, through 
enrollment and research activity, will be vital to 
supporting the long - term economic competitiveness of 

the region.  
 

The role of UAB in the regionôs development and future 
potential cannot be understated. The Universityôs growth 
has been tremendous and transformative, and 

opportunities exist for even greater expansion beyond its 
role as an excellent medical school. The Birmingham 

region needs a full - service urban university.  
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Prosperity  

This section presents key trends in various e conomic indicators such as 
employment growth, wage growth, unemployment, and labor force 

participation. The analysis includes a review of employment 
composition by major business sector as well as analyses of retail 

expenditures and leakage, entrepreneursh ip, and innovative activity.  
 
Birmingham has felt the impacts of the ñGreat Recessionò but is in a 

better position for recovery than many other communities in the 
Southeast.  

 
Since the onset of the current recession beginning in 

December 2007, the Birming ham region has lost more 
than 27,000 jobs.  
 

However, the rate of decline in employment in the 
Birmingham region ( -5.1 percent) was lower than the 

statewide ( -5.7 percent) and national ( -5.2 percent) rates 
of decline.  
 

Unemployment in the Birmingham regio n has historically 
been lower than the national and state averages for many 

years.  
 
However, during the ñGreat Recession,ò unemployment 

surged in the Birmingham region, above the national rate 
and equal to or higher than all comparison areas. 

Likewise, bu siness bankruptcy has jumped in the region 
during the recession by more than the national increase.  
 

Look for the regionôs labor market to recover before other 
large metropolitan areas in the Southeast, including 

Atlanta, and for unemployment rates to fal l back below 
the national average.  
 

The regionôs finance and insurance sectors held up 
tremendously well during the global financial crisis.  Only 

25 jobs were lost between March 2007 and March 2009 
during a time when this sector was quickly shedding jobs  
nationwide.  
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The health care and arts and entertainment sectors 
actually posted positive employment gains in the region 

over the last two years.  
 

 
The Birmingham region possesses a well diversified economy with 
competitive wages.  

 
The regionôs most concentrated major business sectors 

are finance and insurance, management of companies 
and enterprises, and wholesale trade. These are the 
major sectors with a relatively large share of regional 

employment as compared to the sectorôs share of national 
employm ent. 1 Despite concerns from many public input 

participants about the short - term and long - term effects of 
consolidation through mergers and acquisition within 
these sectors in the region, these engines of the regionôs 

economy have remained relatively health y during a time 
of national crisis.  

 
The regional still possesses highly concentrated steel and 

metal manufacturing sectors. While this specialization 
may been seen as a symbol of the Birmingham of the 
past, there are many potential opportunities to be 

leveraged between this historic specialization and other 
existing and emerging opportunities in the region.  

 
Average annual wages are competitive for workers in 
some major business sectors, particularly healthcare. The 

regionôs average annual wage across all sectors is just 
below the national average, helping the entire region 

remain competitive from a labor cost standpoint.  
 
However, wages have declined in recent years in retail 

(one the largest sectors) and wages in the wholesale 
trade and arts and entert ainment sectors remain well 

below the national average.  
 

                       
 This repr esents private sector employment only. As a result, the health 

care sector does not appear as one of the most highly concentrated 
sectors in the region. The Target Business Analysis will examine the 
health care sector in greater detail, including analyses of all ownership 
types (public and private).  
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Comparatively low and declining labor force participation compounds 
demographic trends that give rise to concerns about long - term 

workforce sustainability.  
 

Labor force participation is particularly  low in the 

Birmingham region. The labor force participation rate 
(71.0 percent) in 2008 was more than five percentage 

points lower than the national average (76.2 percent). 
This is due primarily to tremendously low participation 
rates of 55 to 64 year old s in the Birmingham region.  

 
Such low participation in this age group (55 to 64 year 

olds) is likely indicative of an earlier average retirement 
age. When coupled with the fact that the region has a 
relatively large portion of its population approaching 

retirement age in the next decade, such low participation 
among this demographic will produce even greater risk 

associated with replacing experienced individuals in senior 
positions.  

 

The Birmingham region has a promising entrepreneurial community 

with str ong innovation outcomes.  

 

The region possesses a relatively comparable base of 
entrepreneurs as a share of total employment to the 

national average. The regionôs entrepreneurs earn slightly 
higher average incomes relative to the national average.  

 
The re gionôs small business owners were generally 
optimistic about their ability to grow a business and be 

competitive in the Birmingham region. Although there 
were specific concerns, many felt that the Alliance could 

help expand their networks and enhance the s mall 
business support services offered throughout the region.  

 

As a sign of innovation, patent activity remains strong in 

the region. The number of patents issued per capita has 
declined in recent years in the Birmingham region but the 

level of patents is sued per capita in 2009 through 
December 1 st  was still higher than all three competing 
regions and more than double the national rate. 
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Place  

This section examines the qualities of the Birmingham region that 
make the community an attractive place to li ve, work, and visit.  In 

addition to factors already examined in other sections, cost -of - living, 
affordability of housing, crime, access to healthcare, and 

environmental factors all weigh heavily on the desirability of a place.   
 
Community input participa nts overwhelmingly feel that civic leadership 

challenges Greater Birminghamôs ability to reach its potential; 
however, seeds of hope and optimism exist.  

 
Concerns regarding the capacity of the regionôs public 

leadership were emphasized repeatedly by commu nity 
input participants and were highlighted as the regionôs 
biggest threat to existing and future competitiveness. 

Negative perceptions have been created both internally 
and externally.  

 
The region has ninety -nine governments, sixty -seven 
police departm ents, forty fire departments, and twenty -

one school districts.  One of the greatest challenges 
facing the region moving forward will be building 

consensus among these diverse entities and encouraging 
greater cooperation within the counties and across the 
region.  

 
Many residents expressed a renewed sense of optimism. 

It will be necessary for the regionôs public and private 
sector leadership to embrace this optimism to support the 
development of a more confident and competitive 

community.  

The Birmingham re gion offers an attractive quality of life, a low cost of 
living, and a natural beauty that combine to create an area that most 
residents are proud to call home. However, many residents are 

concerned about crime and air quality.  
 

The cost of living in the region is considerably lower than 
the national average for all metropolitan areas, but is 
slightly higher than the cost of living in all three 

competitor regions. Only groceries and utilities were 
found to be more expensive in the Birmingham region 

than th e average for all metropolitan areas.  



 

 

BLUEPRINT BIRMINGHAM:  
Competitive Realities  
September 2010  

 
  15 

 
The median price of existing single - family homes in the 

region depreciated more than all comparison regions over 
the course of the last three years, as the national housing 

bubble burst. This has helped make housing more 
affordable in the region, but has contributed significantly 
to an erosion of household wealth.  

 
Residents are proud to live in such a giving community 

that is recognized as the most giving community in the 
United States. The region has a relatively l arge number of 
registered nonprofits as compared to the comparison 

regions when measured on a per capita basis. 
Furthermore, the average organization possesses 

significantly higher assets than those in the three 
competing regions.  
 

Crime remains a challe nge for the region and the City of 
Birmingham.  Until it is effectively addressed, it will 

continue to have a negative impact on the regionôs image 
and ability to recruit businesses and talent.  Although the 

violent crime rate was lower than Nashville it s till 
exceeded the other regions and the statewide average. 
The property crime rate in the region was also 

considerably higher than all comparison areas.  
 

Although the region had fewer facilities that produce and 
release air pollutants that the comparison regions, it still 
remains an air quality non -attainment zone. The region 

needs to embrace innovative practices and methodologies 
to improve its air quality, both to increase its ability to 

attract new manufacturing activity and improve the 
health of its re sidents.  

The Birmingham region is well connected to the Southeast by rail and 
interstate networks, but air service and public transit services in the 

region are not competitive.  
 

The region has excellent highway and rail access which is 

very beneficial f or existing businesses and potential future 
opportunities. Without such strong networks, the 

Birmingham region would be much less attractive to 
certain components of the regionôs economy (such as 
wholesale trade).  
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In terms of air transportation capacity,  the region is at a 
considerable disadvantage relative to its competitors. 

Birmingham -Shuttlesworth International Airport 
accommodates less passenger traffic and handles less 

freight volume than the major airports located in all three 
competing regions. De spite declines in usage by 
passengers and reductions in the amount of cargo 

shipped, the region needs to invest in increasing the 
quality and role of the airport to serve both business and 

residents.  
 
Planned renovations and the successful implementation  of 

the airport master plan will help reach this objective.  
 

The regionôs strong health care services sector is both an economic 
and community asset that enhances the quality of life for residents 
across the region.   

 
The region has a strong presence of teaching hospitals, 

and a relatively large capacity as measured by the 
number of physicians and hospital beds per capita. Health 

care costs and insurance coverage are comparable to the 
comparison areas.  
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Community stakeholders who participated in the on line survey were 
asked what they perceive to be the areaôs greatest strength and its 

most important challenge that must be overcome.  The top responses 
include the quality and availability of health care services, cost of 

living, the regionôs natural beauty, Birminghamôs location in the 
Southeast, and the friendliness of its people  as the regionôs strengths 
and high quality public education, government cooperation, leadership, 

the creation of quality jobs, public safety, and young professional 
attraction an d retention  as its top challenges.   

 
Clearly, there are compelling reasons why people and businesses are 
attracted to or continue to choose Greater Birmingham as their 

location of choice. However, there are many challenges that need to 
be addressed so tha t the region can provide greater opportunities for 

all of its residents.  Key points derived from the research gathered for 
this report help to clarify the challenges and opportunities in the 
Birmingham region and will directly inform recommendations made in 

the Blueprint Birmingham Regional Economic Development Strategy.  
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This Competitive Realities report provides an understanding of trends 

in the Birmingham -Hoover, AL metropolitan area compared to the 
Louisville -Jefferson County, KY - IN, Nashville -David son -- Murfreesboro --

Franklin, TN and Oklahoma City, OK metropolitan areas, the state of 
Alabama, and the United States. It will provide a quantitative and 
qualitative analysis of the Birmingham regionôs competitiveness as a 

place to live for current and rel ocating residents, and as a place to 
conduct business for existing, expanding, and prospective businesses.  

 
This introductory section provides important background information 
on the geographies examined, data sources leveraged, and details on 

particular m ethodologies used in the research and data analysis of the 
Competitive Realities report.   

GEOGRAPHIES  

For most indicators, the Birmingham -Hoover, AL metropolitan 

statistical area was compared to the Louisville -Jefferson County, 
Kentucky - Indiana; Nashville -Davidson -- Murfreesboro -- Franklin, 

Tennessee; and Oklahoma City, Oklahoma metropolitan areas, as 
defined by the U.S. Office of Management and Budget (OMB).  The 
current definition of the Birmingham -Hoover, AL MSA includes Bibb, 

Blount, Chilton, Jefferson, Shelby, St. Clair, and Walker counties; the 
Louisville -Jefferson County MSA includes Bullitt, Clark, Floyd, Harrison, 

Henry, Jefferson, Meade, Nelson, Oldham, Shelby, Spencer, Trimble, 
and Washington counties; the Nashville -Davidson -- Murfreesboro --

Franklin  MSA includes Cannon, Cheatham, Davidson, Dickson, 
Hickman, Macon, Robertson, Rutherford, Smith, Sumner, Trousdale, 
Williamson, and Wilson counties; and the Oklahoma City MSA includes 

Canadian, Cleveland, Grady, Lincoln, Logan, McClain, and Oklahoma 
counti es.   

 

 

COMPETITIVE REALITIES 
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The Birmingham -Hoover Metropolitan Statistical Area  

 
Louisville MSA  

 
Nashville MSA  
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Oklahoma City MSA  

DATA SOURCES  

Market Street used the most recent data available from predominantly 

publicly -available sources. Reputable and reliable private , nonprofit, 
local, state, and national government data sources were leveraged, 
with every effort made to match methodologies and units of 

comparison across sources to provide the most accurate and 
informative analysis of Greater Birminghamôs demographic and 

economic trends.  
 

Primary data sources included the U.S. Census Bureau, the U.S. 
Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA), the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(BLS), U.S. Department of Justice, the Internal Revenue Service (IRS), 

and National Center for Educat ion Statistics.  State and local data 
sources included the Birmingham Business Alliance, State of Alabama, 

the Alabama Department of Education, and other sources.  
 
In many cases, the data are presented in a chart as the percentage 

each component represents  of the total.  In these cases, unless 
otherwise noted, if the summation of the percentages of all the 

components does not equal 100 percent, it is due to rounding.  

LOCATION QUOTIENTS  

Location quotients are used to measure the relative concentration of 
local employment in a given business sector. When applied to sector 

employment, they measure the ratio of a sectorôs share of total 
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regional employment to that sectorôs share of total national 
employment.  

 
          (Regional Employment in Sector / Total Reg ional 

Employment)  
          (National Employment in Sector / Total National 
Employment)  

  
A sector with an LQ equal to 1.0 possesses exactly the same share of 

total regional employment as that sectorôs share of national 
employment. When a regional sector p ossesses a location quotient 
greater than 1.0, this signals that the sector is more concentrated in 

the region than it is nationwide. Conversely, a location quotient less 
than 1.0 indicates that the sector is less concentrated in the region 

than it is nati onwide. The higher the location quotient, the more 
concentrated the level of regional employment as compared to its 
national equivalent. For example, a location quotient of 1.25 would 

indicate that a sectorôs share of total regional employment is 25 
percen t higher than the same sectorôs share of national employment. 

An LQ of 2.0 would indicate that a sectorôs share of regional 
employment is twice as large as the national share, while an LQ of 0.5 

would indicate that the sectorôs share of local employment is half the 
national equivalent.  
 

Location quotients are often used to provide an introductory 
examination of the competitive position of a local sector. Those sectors 

with relatively large LQs are often assumed to posses competitive 
advantages. However, com petitive advantage is not derived from 
employment concentration alone. The regionôs talent base; 

infrastructure; the availability of support services; the transfer of 
academic research and technology to the marketplace; and the 

capacity of educational inst itutions are among a multiple of regional 
assets that heavily impact the competitive advantage of an sector 
cluster and should be considered when identifying clusters that are 

competitive and viable for targeting.  

COMMUNITY I NPUT  

The inclusion of feedback  and opinions solicited from a broad range of 
community stakeholders is critical to the success of this strategic 

process.  Community input was gathered through individual interviews 
with business, education, and community leaders, focus group 

sessions, an d an online survey. This input will supplement the 
quantitative analysis within this report. Participantsô feedback is 

LQ 

= 
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distinguished by  bolded text that is color -coded according to People , 
Prosperity , and Place. A complete summary of input gathered from 

focus groups, interviews and the online survey can be found in the 
Appendix to this report. Direct, unattributed quotes are included in 

call -out circles throughout this report.  
 
The following methods were used to solicited community input:  

 
¶ Market Street  con ducted over 30 individual interviews  with key 

community development partners. Interviews included people 
involved in private businesses, community organizations, public 
school systems, higher education, elected government positions, 

charitable organization s, and other entities.  
 

¶ Market Street facilitated 14 focus group meetings with over 200 
participants,  where many individuals were invited to participate 
in open discussions regarding the future of the Birmingham 

region and key issues that need to be addres sed.  
 

¶ Market Street developed an online survey  that was open to 
community members for participation.  The survey was 

accessed through the Blueprint Birmingham  website and 
successfully attracted over 2,300 responses.   

 

Interviews and focus groups for Bluep rint Birmingham were conducted 
during one field visit to Birmingham (December 8 -9).  Other interviews 

were conducted over the phone from Market Streetôs Atlanta office 
during the month of December 2009.  
 

Focus groups with individuals representing the follo wing groups:  
 

V Birmingham Business Alliance Board  
V Construction/Real Estate  
V Small Businesses  

V Workforce  
V Innovation/VC/Technology Companies  

V Large Employers  
V Quality of Life  
V Faith/Community -Based & Nonprofit Organizations  

V Legal  
V Young Professionals  

V Public Officia ls 
V Public Education (K -12)  
V College Students  
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V Media  
 

Appendices B ï D provide summaries of the input gathered from focus 
groups, interviews, and the online survey.
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his section of the Competitive Realities report will present key 

trends in various demogra phic and socioeconomic attributes of 
the regionôs population. Emphasis is placed on various indicators 

of the social and economic well -being of those residing within the 
region. In addition to key demographics, information on educational 
attainment, child welfare, and primary and secondary student 

performance will shed light on the communityôs ability to prepare its 
youth for an increasingly competitive labor market and knowledge -

intensive economy. The appropriate context for the regionôs attributes 
and per formance is provided by comparisons to the identified 
competing regions as well as state and national benchmarks.  

Demographic Composition  

This section will examine key demographic attributes of the 
Birmingham regionôs residents, including population growth, age 

distribution, racial and ethnic composition, and educational attainment.  

POPULATION GROWTH  

The following chart shows an index of population growth for the 
Birmingham region and Jefferson County compared to the state and 

nation. Indexing normalizes t he data to allow for comparisons of 
changes over time in geographies of varying sizes.  

 
After adding nearly 100,000 new residents during the 1970s, the rate 
of population growth in the Birmingham region slowed tremendously in 

the 1980s, with the region add ing fewer than 30,000 new residents.  
The rate of growth picked back up in the 1990s across the region and 

the state, but still trailed the national growth rate for the decade.  
 
Meanwhile, the population of the regionôs urban core ï Jefferson 

County ï stag nated during a time when residents fled to suburban 
communities nationwide.  The County added roughly more than 

25,000 new residents during the 1970s but that growth deteriorated 
with population losses throughout the 1980s.  Aside from a few years 
of posit ive growth in the early 1990s, population in Jefferson County 

has continued to slowly decline and ultimately come to a standstill in 
recent years.  However, during the most recent year spanning from 

the third quarters of 2008 to 2009, population is estimat ed to have 
jumped by nearly 2,500 residents in Jefferson County, the largest 
increase since 1991.  This may be a sign that trends are reversing in 

Jefferson County as some residents, and particularly younger 

T 

 

PEOPLE 
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generations, are returning to central counties o f metropolitan areas 
across the country to live closer to the amenities and jobs that are 

concentrated in the urban core.  
 

 
 
This repopulation of central counties has occurred in many 

communities nationwide, but the central counties of the three 
identifie d competing regions have fared particularly well in recent 

decades.  While population growth has lagged behind each regionôs 
overall growth in since the 1970s, the core counties of the comparison 
regions have still experienced strong positive growth.  

 
The difference in the contribution of population growth in the central 

counties to overall regional growth between the Birmingham region 
and the three comparisons is particularly apparent in the last decade.  

Between the first quarter of 2000 and the third qua rter of 2009, 
population growth in Jefferson County accounted for less than one 
percent (0.2 percent) of total population growth in the metropolitan 

area.  This compares to central county shares of total regional growth 
during the same period of 27.4 perce nt in the Louisville metro, 25.2 

percent in the Nashville metro, and 42.2 percent in the Oklahoma City 
metro.  



 

 

BLUEPRINT BIRMINGHAM:  
Competitive Realities  
September 2010  

 
  27 

Population Growth (2000 Q1 ï 2009 Q3)  

 
Source: United States Census Bureau; Moodyôs Economy.com 

NET M IGRATION  

In addition to natural population  growth (births minus deaths), net 

migration is the other primary driver of population trends.  Net 
migration reflects the ability of a community to attract new residents 
and retain existing residents.  Net out -migration refers to a trend 

where more indivi duals move out of a region than the number of new 
residents who move into the region. Net in -migration refers to a trend 

where more individuals move into the region than the number that 
leave the region to move to another location.  
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Annual Net Migration, Do mestic and International (2003 -

2008)  

 
Source: Internal Revenue Service; Moodyôs Economy.com 

 

The Birmingham region experienced positive net in -migration every 
year since 1990 (the earliest year for which data is available).  This 

has been typical of many major metropolitan areas in the South that 
received Rust Belt to Sun Belt migrants.  Although annual fluctuations 
have occurred, the rate of annual net in -migration in Birmingham has 

been very similar to Louisville and Oklahoma City during the course of 
th e last decade.  
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The Nashville metropolitan area has become an increasingly attractive 

destination for new residents with its level of net in -migration more 
than tripling between 2003 (+5,519) and 2006 (+17,766).  Between 
2003 and 2008, roughly 76,500 m ore individuals moved to the 

Nashville metropolitan area than residents who moved out of the 
region to relocate elsewhere. As of the third quarter of 2009, the 

Nashville metropolitan areaôs total population is nearly 450,000 
individuals higher than the pop ulation of the Birmingham region.  
During the same five year period, roughly 19,000 more individuals 

relocated to the Birmingham region than residents who moved 
elsewhere.  This was comparable to the levels observed in the 

Louisville (+21,841) and Oklahoma  City (+21,627) metropolitan areas, 
both of which are slightly larger than Birmingham in total population.  
 

Data covering individual flows between counties allows for a detailed 
analysis of intra - regional migration dynamics.  The following tables 

illustrat e the top destination counties (those where net out -migration 
was highest) and the top source counties (those where net in -
migration was highest) for Jefferson County  between 2003 and 2008.  

This analysis will shed light on the degree to which residents ha ve left 
the regionôs core county for surrounding suburbs, as well as 

information on other parts of the country that are attracting residents 
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from Jefferson County and others where a large number of residents 
are leaving to relocate to Jefferson County.  

 
Between 2003 and 2008, Shelby County 

had the highest rate of net out -migration 
for residents from Jefferson County.  
During the five year period, 13,579 more 

residents left Jefferson County for Shelby 
County than the number of residents 

who moved to Jeffers on County from 
Shelby County.  The next two top 
destinations, St. Clair and Blount County, 

also represent areas where residents are 
fleeing the central county yet remaining 

in the metropolitan area.  In total, the 
level of net outmigration from Jefferson 
County to the six other surrounding 

counties within the metropolitan area 
totaled -24,520 between 2003 and 2008.  

When compared to the total rate of net 
outmigration from Jefferson County of -

17,114 during these five years, the 
difference (+7,406) indicates  that Jefferson County actually possesses 
a positive rate of net in -migration from areas outside the metropolitan 

area.   
 

Other interesting destinations for out -
migrants from Jefferson County include 
Essex County, NJ (suburban New York 

City) and Cobb, Fu lton, DeKalb, and 
Douglas counties in Georgia (Metro 

Atlanta).  The core county of Metro 
Nashville (Davidson County), one of 
Greater Birminghamôs identified 

competitors, also makes the list as one 
of the top locations for net out -migration 

of residents fro m Jefferson County.  
 
On the other end of the spectrum, 

Etowah County, up I -59 in northwest 
Alabama, is the top source county for 

positive in -migration to Jefferson 
County.  Montgomery and Mobile 
counties ï the core counties of the two 
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of the stateôs other largest economic engines behind Greater 
Birmingham ï are the second and fourth largest source counties for 

net - in -migration to Jefferson County.  New Orleans Parish and 
Jefferson Parish in Louisiana make the list among the top source 

counties for net in -mi gration; this is due in large part to the 
outmigration of residents along the Louisiana coastline after Hurricane 
Katrina.  The number of out -migrants surged from 42 to 652 from 

Orleans Parish and 37 to 265 from Jefferson Parish between 2005 and 
2006.  

 
The  core county of the Detroit metropolitan area (Wayne County, MI) 
also makes the list.  The abundance of production closures and 

associated layoffs in the automotive industry in Detroit, coupled with 
the available opportunities at the Honda and Mercedes -Benz plants on 

both sides of the Birmingham metropolitan area, likely explain a large 
part of the net in -migration of residents to Jefferson County from the 
Detroit area.  

 
Other areas of interest that are among the top source counties for net 

in -migration to  Jefferson County include core counties of Chicago 
(Cook County, IL), Washington, D.C. (Fairfax County, VA), and 

Memphis (Shelby County, TN).  These are all strong economic engines 
with many attractive features and robust job markets; for the 
Birmingham re gion to be a net gainer of residents from such locations 

is sign that the region can provide job opportunities and amenities 
capable of attracting residents from some of the most prosperous and 

envied regions of the country.  
 
Focus group participants and o nline survey respondents frequently 

expressed concerns about population decline in the regionôs core, the 
City of Birmingham and Jefferson County. There was a widespread 

recognition that the region couldnôt thrive without a healthy core, and 
many reasons f or its population decline were discussed. Primarily, 
residents felt that persistent public sector leadership challenges, crime, 

and the quality of school systems were the predominant motivations 
for the relocation of residents to surrounding suburban count ies.  

AGE D ISTRIBUTION  

An examination of the regionôs age distribution relative to its 

competitors and state and national averages provides some 
perspective on the demographic sustainability of the Birmingham 

regionôs workforce.  Every community in the United States is facing the 
impending wave of retirements by the Baby Boom generation.  Many 
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communities are facing a potential shortage of experienced workers as 
they lack a sufficient pipeline of younger talent that is capable of filling 

the positions left vacant by retiring Baby Boomers.  
 

As of 2008, the Birmingham region possessed a slightly older 
population than the state, the nation, and two of the three 
competitors.  The median age of the regionôs population was 37.6 

years old in 2008, as compared to 35 .0 in the Oklahoma City 
metropolitan area and 36.3 in Greater Nashville.  The Louisville 

metropolitan area had the oldest population among all comparison 
areas (38.1), more than one year older at the median than the 
national average (36.9).  

 
The following chart illustrates the age distribution of the population in 

the Birmingham region and the various comparison areas.  The 
Birmingham -Hoover, AL metropolitan area has a larger share of its 
population between the ages of 45 and 64 than the Nashville and 

Oklah oma City metropolitan areas, the state, and the nation.  This 
demographic represents the age group that currently fills senior 

positions at the regionôs employers and is approaching retirement age 
in the coming decade.  Those regions with a relatively larg e share of 

their population in this demographic, including the Birmingham region, 
will have greater risk associated with the sustainability of their 
workforce in the medium -  and long - term.  Such regions will need a 

strong pipeline of younger professionals (between the ages of 25 and 
44) that are capable of moving into more senior positions and 

replacing the aging Baby Boom generation in the workforce that is 
currently approaching retirement.  
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The Birmingham region possesses a slightly smaller share of it s 
population in this key relatively young professional demographic (ages 
25 to 44) as compared to its competitors and the national average.  As 

of 2008, 27.1 percent of the regionôs population was between the ages 
of 25 and 44, lower than the national aver age (27.4 percent), the 

Louisville metro (27.4 percent), the Oklahoma City metro (27.5 
percent) and the Nashville metro (29.3 percent). Nashvilleôs high rate 

of positive in -migration and its comparatively young population will 
provide the region with a rel atively sustainable workforce in the years 
to come as many other regions around the country begin to face 

greater challenges associated with the replacement of retiring Baby 
Boomers.  This concept of workforce sustainability will be examined in 

greater det ail in the Target Cluster Analysis with the inclusion of 
Market Streetôs proprietary Workforce Risk Index. 
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RACIAL AND ETHNIC COMPOSITION  

Racial and cultural diversity is an important aspect of healthy 

communities.  Many communities find that population diversity can 
provide good opportunities to enhance local cultural attractiveness and 
economic vitality.  The following chart illustrates the racial and ethnic 

composition of Greater Birmingham and the identified comparison 
areas. 2    

 

 
 
As of 2008, the Birmingham -Hoover, AL metropolitan area was very 

representative of the diversity seen across the state Alabama.  The 
region possesses considerably larger minority population (inclusive of 

all non -white races and ethnicities) than the Louisville and Nashvil le 

                       
 ñWhite ò and ñBlack ò and include only non - Hispanic persons.  
ñHispanic ò includes all persons of the Hispanic ethnicity regardless of 
race.  ñOther ò includes all non - Hispanic persons in the U.S. C ensus 
Bureau ra ce categories of  American Indian, Native Hawaiian and Other 
Pacific Islander ,  Some Other Race , and Two or More Races.  
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metropolitan areas. Exactly two - thirds of its population is white and 
not Hispanic, slightly larger than the national average.  The region 

possesses a small Hispanic population (3.2 percent) as compared to 
the Nashville (5.5 percent) and Oklahoma City ( 9.7 percent) 

metropolitan areas, as well as the nation (15.4 percent).  However, 
this population has grown by 48 percent between 2003 and 2008.  
When examining the entire non -white minority population, the 

Oklahoma City metropolitan area is the most divers e, due in large part 
to its sizable Native American population which constitutes the 

majority of its 6.5 percent ñOther Race or Ethnicityò demographic. 
 
The following table displays recent trends in the composition of 

population growth by race and ethnicit y.  Core counties of each 
metropolitan area have also been included to illustrate changes in 

intra - regional population dynamics.  

Change in Population by Race/Ethnicity (2003 ï 2008)  

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Moodyôs Economy.com 

 

Between 2003 and 2008, Hispanic population growth has outpaced all 
other races and ethnicities by a wide margin across the United States.  

The Hispanic population grew by nearly 50 percent in the Greater 
Birmingham between 2003 and 2008, as compared to only 1.9 percent 
and 5.0 p ercent growth of the non -Hispanic white and black 

populations, respectively. Consistent with higher overall population 
growth across the region, growth rates for all races and ethnicities 

were higher in the Nashville metropolitan area that all other region s. 
In terms of aggregate numbers, the net growth of the white, black, 
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and Hispanic populations in Greater Birmingham were far more 
consistent and nearly equivalent as compared to the three identified 

competitors.  
 

Inferences regarding intra - regional popula tion flows can be made by 
examining the differences in growth rates by race and ethnicity 
between the core counties and the entire metropolitan areas. Between 

2003 and 2008, Jefferson County experienced a tremendous decline in 
its white population ( -16,477  individuals, -4.5 percent).  When coupled 

with population growth among black and Hispanic populations, it 
evident that the Countyôs net out-migration of residents to surrounding 
counties within the metropolitan area was predominantly comprised of 

white re sidents.  This so -called ñwhite flightò occurred in numerous 
metropolitan areas throughout the country in previous decades. 

However, this trend has reversed in many regions with white 
populations returning to the central cities.  The rate of white 
populati on decline in Greater Louisvilleôs core county (Jefferson 

County, Kentucky) was considerably lower than the rate observed in 
Jefferson County, Alabama.  Meanwhile, white populations have grown 

in the core counties of the Nashville and Oklahoma City metropo litan 
areas, although slower still than the rate of white population growth in 

surrounding, suburban counties.  
 
A number of factors ï real and perceived ï have contributed to ñwhite 

flightò from the urban cores of our nationôs metropolitan areas.  These 
factors include but are not limited to perceptions of school quality, 

crime, and racial tension.  The overall trend of suburbanization 
exacerbated white flight in most instances as the development of 
infrastructure and the availability of land in surrounding  suburban and 

exurban areas accommodated growth outside the urban cores.  Other 
practices such as exclusionary zoning and redlining, which courts have 

ruled to be illegal, contributed to limitations of the mobility of minority 
populations across the countr y.  
 

Focus group participants and interviewees frequently mentioned that 
the City of Birmingham and Jefferson County have experienced ñtotal 

flightò in recent years, not simply ñwhite flight.ò With such tremendous 
growth in the black and Hispanic population s within Jefferson County, 
and simultaneous large reductions in the white, non -Hispanic 

population, the data simply do not support this assertion with regards 
to Jefferson County.  

 
Data covering population change at the city - level is not available by 
race and ethnicity, but only by race. This prevents a comparable 
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analysis where the Hispanic population can be distinguished. 
Regardless, this data shows that total population in the City of 

Birmingham declined by 11,732 residents between 2005 and 2008. 
The bla ck population (regardless of ethnicity) declined by 16,652 

residents ( -9.9 percent) whereas the white population (regardless of 
ethnicity) grew by 1,351 residents (2.8 percent) in the City of 
Birmingham during this time period.  

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT  

As th e United States has transitioned to an increasingly knowledge -
intensive economy, the value of education is more paramount than 
ever.  Educational attainment reflects the quality of the workforce and 

availability of workers with a specific level of formal e ducation.  The 
availability of an educated workforce has increasingly become the 

most important consideration of firms when examining communities in 
the site selection process.  Communities across the country are now 
competing to retain and attract quality  workers and college graduates 

with the same intensity as the traditional recruitment of high -value 
employers.  The elevation of educational attainment is critical to a 

communityôs ability to attract such high-value employers, provide 
adequate pipelines of  talent for existing employers, and elevate 
incomes.  

 
The following chart illustrates the percentage of the adult population 

(age 25 and older) by level of educational attainment. As of 2008, 
26.2 percent of the Birmingham regionôs adult population possessed a 

bachelorôs degree or higher.  This exceeds the level in the Louisville 
metropolitan area (24.0 percent) but trails the national average (27.7 
percent) as well as the levels observed in the other two competing 

regions, the Nashville (29.4 percent) and Oklahoma City (26.4 
percent) metros.  Further, the Birmingham metropolitan area 

possesses a larger share of its population with no high school diploma 
(14.8 percent) than all three competing metros.  
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The following table displays the percentage point ch ange in the share 

of the population with a given level of educational attainment between 
2006 and 2008. During the two year period, the percentage of the 
population with no high school diploma in Greater Birmingham 

declined from 15.8 percent to 14.8 percen t of the total population, 
equivalent to a one percentage point decline.  This improvement was 

slightly better than the national reduction ( -0.9 percentage point) but 
trailed the statewide improvement ( -1.8 percentage points) as well as 
improvements in the  Louisville ( -2.5 percentage points) and Oklahoma 

City ( -1.7 percentage points) metros.  On the other end of the 
spectrum, the percentage of the population with a bachelorôs degree or 

higher increased from 25.7 percent to 26.2 percent, equivalent to a 
0.5 percentage point increase.  However, this rate of improvement 
trailed the advancements made nationwide, across the state, and in 

two out of the three comparison areas.   
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Educational Attainment: Percentage Point Change in the 

Share of the Population with a  Terminal Diploma or 
Degree (2006 ï 2008)  

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Moodyôs Economy.com 

 
 
Combined, this information indicates that while the Birmingham region 

is making progress in improving the educational attainment levels of 
its resident population , the regionôs competitors are making equal or 

better improvements; as a result, the region is not improving its 
competitive position.  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

Young Professionals  

The educational attainment of young professionals (ages 
25- 34) in the Birmingham region is relatively comparable 

to that of young professionals nationwide. As compared to 

the national average, there were a larger percent age of 
young professionals in the Birmingham - Hoover metropolitan 

area without a high school diploma in 2008 (14.8 percent 

vs. 13.6 percent). However, there was a slightly larger 
percentage (two - tenths of one percent) of young 

professionals in the Birmingha m region who possessed a 

bachelorôs degree or higher as compared to the national 
average.  

 

Educational Attainment for Young Professionals, Ages 25-34 (2008) 

 
 Source: United States Census Bureau 
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Income and Poverty  

This section will examine key indicators related to the level of 
individual prosp erity and hardship among the residents of the 

Birmingham region.  Per capita income and poverty rates  will provide 
the necessary context for understanding the state of economic well -

being of the Birmingham regionôs residents. 

PER CAPITA I NCOME  

Educational attainment has a tremendous impact on an individualôs 
earning potential.  The following chart displays the growth in nominal 

(unadjusted for inflation) per capita incomes (PCI) between 2002 and 
2007.  The values within the arrows associated with each area 
represent the percentage change in nominal per capita income for 

each area.  
 

Between 2002 and 2007, per capita income increased from $30,573 to 
$39,401 in the Birmingham -Hoover, AL metropolitan area, equivalent 

to 28.9 percent nominal growth over the five year period or 5.2 
percent compound annual growth.  This rate of growth exceeded the 
national increase of 25.3 percent, allowing the region to gain ground 

on the national per capita income.  As a result of this higher growth 
rate, per capita income in the Birmingham region was just $29 shy of 

the national level ($39,430) in 2007.  This level of PCI in the region 
exceeded the levels of income in all three competing regions with 
levels ranging between $37,473 and $38,834.  The rate of growth in 

the Birmingham  metro exceeded the rates of growth experienced in 
the Louisville and Nashville metros but trailed the tremendous growth 

of the Oklahoma City metropolitan area (37.9 percent).  
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As of 2007, wage and salary income represented 68 percent of total 
income in  the Birmingham region, just over one percentage point 

lower than the national share (69.1 percent). This difference was 
attributed to higher levels of investment income in the Birmingham 
region, representing 17.6 percent of total income, higher than the 

national average and all comaprison areas.  

Composition of Income (2007)  

 
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis  
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POVERTY  

The 2009 federal poverty threshold for a family of four was $22,050.  
Comparing this to the national average annual income of $20,873 for 

high school dropouts, it is clear that a single - income earning 
household headed by a high school dropout is a likely path to poverty 
in the United States.  

 
Poverty rates, representing the percentage of the population living 

below the poverty line, have see n considerable movement in the last 
fifteen years. 3  The national rate peaked in 1993 at 15.3 percent and 
declined sharply, reaching a low of 11.3 percent in 2000. Since 2000, 

poverty has been on the rise in the United States once again.  With per 
capita i ncome levels and PCI growth rates roughly equivalent to the 

national averages, it is reasonable to expect that the poverty rate in 
the Birmingham region will be roughly equivalent to the national rate.  
 

Between 2002 and 2007, the poverty rate in the region  increased from 
12.9 percent to 13.5 percent, as compared to the national increase 

from 12.1 percent to 13.0 percent.  And while the poverty rate in 
Greater Birmingham was considerably lower than the statewide rate in 
2007, the percentage of the population  living in poverty was higher in 

Greater Birmingham than in all three competing regions.  
 

                       
 The U.S. Census Bureau uses a set of income thresholds that vary by 

family size and composition to determine who is in poverty. If a fam ilyôs 
total income is less than the familyôs poverty threshold, then that 
family and every individual in it is considered in poverty. The official 
poverty thresholds do not vary geographically, but they are adjusted for 
inflation using the Consumer Price I ndex (CPI).  
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Although per capita incomes grew at an annual rate that exceeded the 
national rate of inflation, poverty rates still increased nationwide and 

in the Birmingham reg ion.  This is indicative of a slightly widening 
income gap between the ñhavesò and the have-nots.ò During this five 

year period, the top one percent of income -earners in the United 
States experienced an annual income growth just over 10 percent.  By 
compar ison the remaining 99 percent of Americans experienced an 

annual increase of only 1.3 percent. 4  This rate of growth has failed to 
keep pace with inflation, resulting in a rise in poverty rates nationwide.  

 
A number of focus group participants expressed co ncern about a 
growing divide between the ñhavesò and ñhave-notsò in the region. 

Some believe that the increasing divide is making regional governance 
and cooperation more difficult, and regional consensus -building a futile 

effort. The potential for the reg ion to evolve into ñtwo Birminghamsò 
was discussed at times, with some fearing that this development 

would continue without stronger leadership.  

                       
 Saez, Emmanuel. Striking it Richer: The Evolution of Top Incomes in the 

United States . March 15, 2008. University of California, Berkeley.  
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Child Welfare and Risky Behavior  

The previous information on income and poverty provided an 
introductory examin ation of the well -being of individuals and families 

in the Birmingham region. This section will provide a more in -depth 
review of a few indicators of child well -being.  

TEENAGE I DLENESS  

Teenage idleness is a concept that illuminates potential risks to 

commu nity stability. Idleness refers to the percentage of the 
population ages 16 -19 that are not enrolled in school and are not part 

of the labor force.  It is important to distinguish that ñunemployedò 
teenagers are not considered to be idle, as they are activ ely seeking 
employment opportunities.  Only those who are not employed and not 

actively seeking employment while not enrolled in high school are 
considered to be idle.  Teenagers that are not enrolled in school and 

not working are at risk in many ways.  At  best, they are losing 
opportunities to prepare themselves for a career by not attending high 

school and by not gaining experience in the workplace.  At worst, they 
may be engaged in criminal activity or other unhealthy behavior.  
 

Teenage Idleness (2005 - 2008)  

 

Source: United States Census Bureau  

 
Between 2005 and 2008, teenage idleness declined in the Birmingham 
region.  In 2005, 5.6 percent of the population aged 16 to 19 was not 

enrolled in school and not working.  Three years later, the level of 
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idlen ess declined to 4.9 percent, a reduction of nearly three -quarters 
of a percentage point.  However, the level of teenage idleness in the 

Birmingham region still exceeded that of the three comparison areas in 
2008. The Nashville and Oklahoma City regions mad e tremendous 

improvements during the same three -year period.  
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TEENAGE PREGNANCY  

Teenage pregnancy is one of many contributing factors to teenage 
idleness.  Teen girls who become pregnant are often forced to drop out 

of high school to care for their childre n, and accordingly, are unable to 
work.  This can create a cycle of dependency, in which the pregnant 
teenager becomes even further reliant on her parents, or becomes 

reliant on another teenager ï the father ï to provide a source of 
income to support their  new family. There is also an increased 

likelihood of reliance on federal and state assistance.  
 

Data covering teenage 

pregnancy at the sub -state level 
is collected by state 

departments of public health.  
Data is typically produced at the 
county - level and  for various age 

groups (ages 15 -17, ages 18 -
19).  Market Street  has 

aggregated this information to 
arrive at the most commonly 
cited teenage pregnancy rate ï 

the percentage of females aged 
15 -19 that gave birth to a child.  

 
As of 2007, the teenage 

pregna ncy rate in Jefferson 
County was comparable to the 

statewide rate as well as the rate observed in Oklahoma County, 

Oklahoma, the core county of the Oklahoma City metropolitan area.  
However, Jefferson Countyôs rate of teenage pregnancy exceeded the 

level i n Jefferson County, Kentucky, the core county of the Louisville 
metropolitan area, as well as the national rate.  
 

There is wide variation in 
teenage pregnancy rates 

within the Birmingham -
Hoover metropolitan area.  
As of 2007, Bibb, Jefferson, 

and Walker c ounties all 
possessed teenage 

pregnancy rates well above 
the national average.  
Blount County possessed a 
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rate slightly above the national average while Chilton and St. Clair 
counties were slightly below the national average.  Shelby County 

possessed a tee nage pregnancy rate that was roughly half the national 
rate.  

B IRTH OUTCOMES  

Babies whose mothers smoke or drink alcohol during pregnancy are 

more likely to suffer from low birth weight than babies from mothers 
who did not engage in such behavior.  A number  of other risky 

behaviors can contribute to low birth weight which places newborns at 
greater risk of serious health problems and potentially lasting 
disabilities.  

 

 
 

The percentage of newborns that were considered low birth weight 
(less than 2500 grams or roughly 5.5 pounds) in 2006 was higher in 
Jefferson County, Alabama than all three core counties from the 

comparison regions, the state, and the national average.  More than 
12 out of every 100 newborns was considered low birth weight as 

compared to rou ghly eight out of every 100 nationwide (nearly 50 
percent higher than the national rate).  
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Early Childhood, Primary, and Secondary 

Education  

The importance of Pre -K-12 education on community and economic 
well -being is paramount.  The quality of early child hood, primary, and 

secondary education in a community contributes to the workforce and 
college preparedness of its graduates, and features prominently in the 

relocation decisions of families.  
 

This section will examine a variety of trends in the Pre -K-12 e ducation 
systems, including enrollment, student to teacher ratios, expenditures, 
eligibility for free and reduced price lunch, and student performance on 

standardized testing.  

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION  

There is a growing national consensus that high quali ty early childhood 
learning and Pre -K education can have a significant impact on a childôs 

educational future and may reduce negative outcomes despite socio -
economic challenges.   

 
For the third year in a row, Alabamaôs pre-K program was rated as the 
best in the nation for overall quality by the National Institute for Early 

Education Research. The state of Alabama tied with North Carolina in 
2009 for the top spot. The stateôs pre-K program is relatively young, 

with only eight pilot programs funded in the 20 00 ï 2001 academic 
year. The program expanded in subsequent years but budget cuts 
have limited its continued expansion. According to Pre -K Now, a 

campaign of the Pew Center for States, Alabamaôs program currently 
serves only four percent of four -year olds in the state. In 2008, 

Governor Bob Riley approved an education budget that doubled 
funding for pre -K, with an additional 20 percent increase approved in 
2009 while other states were cutting education budgets. This 

commitment to early childhood education i s a strong advantage for the 
region. However, the state will need to expand access in order for the 

benefits of such a high -quality program to be fully realized.  
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Nationally Accredited Child Development Centers (2009)  

 
Source: National Association for the Education of Young Children  
The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 

certification process is the ñplatinum standardò of certification in the 
country for early childhood learning centers and uses extensive criteria 
to evaluate a nd certify child development programs.   

 
The chart above highlights the Birmingham regionôs significant number 

of centers (34).The region only lags the Nashville metro in number of 
NAEYC accredited centers. However, it is important to note that a 
relative ly large percentage of NAEYC -accredited centers in the 

Birmingham region are located in the urban core, Jefferson County (28 
out of 35), higher than the proportion located in the central counties of 

all other regions.  
 
One advantage of the Birmingham regio n is the availability of a NAEYC 

accredited associate degree program offered by Jefferson State 
Community College.  For a center to receive certification, several of its 

employees will have had to have participated in the program or 
continuing education pr ograms offered by Jefferson State.  Louisville is 
the only region that does not have a certified associateôs degree 

program.  

NAEYC Early Childhood Associate Degree Accreditation, 

2009  
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Source: National Association of Education for Young Children  

K- 12  ENRO LLMENT ,  STAFFING ,  AND EXPENDITURES  

As indicative of the leadership challenges facing the Birmingham 
region, the numerous school districts that serve the region pose 

historical challenges.  Some districts were created during the racial 
desegregation of the city and county schools in the 1960s and much of 

that legacy and distrust remains today. As higher income residents flee 
the City of Birmingham for surrounding cities and counties, the school 
system struggles with the flight of students and tax dollars.  

 
Total K -12 enrollment dropped substantially during the 2000s in 

Birmingham City Schools.  Enrollment declined by nearly 10,000 
students between the 2000 -2001 academic year and the 2007 -2008 
academic year, equivalent to more than 25 percent.  Bessemer City 

Schools and Fairfield City Schools were the only other districts to 
experience a decline in enrollment during this period.  
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Enrollment and Staff Capacity by District, Greater 

Birmingham  

 
Source: Alabama Department of Education  
*The Trussville and Leeds Cit y School Districts were contained within the Jefferson 
County District during the 2000 -2001 academic year and were created as separate 

districts in subsequent years. Absent the reductions in enrollment in Jefferson County 

due to the creation of these new d istricts, enrollment has remained relatively constant 
in the Jefferson County School District.  

 
Hoover City, Vestavia Hills, and Shelby County schools experienced the 

largest growth rates between 2000 -2001 and 2007 -2008, with 
enrollments growing by more th an 25 percent in each district.  Clearly, 

K-12 enrollment figures mirror population and migration trends.  
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Rapid enrollment growth places pressure on existing facilities and ï if 
resource expenditure does not keep pace with enrollment growth ï can 

lead to  overcrowding in classrooms, less personal attention for each 
student, and a decline in the number of available resources (such as 

computers) per student.  
 
The Homewood, Hoover, and Mountain Brook districts possessed the 

lowest student - teacher ratios in t he metropolitan area.  Typically, 
student/teacher ratios are viewed as proxy for classroom size.  Lower 

ratios indicate that students may be more likely to receive individual 
one -on-one attention.  
 

Expenditures per pupil are closely correlated to student/t eacher ratios; 
when student/teacher ratios decline, expenditures per pupil have likely 

risen.  Not surprisingly, the Homewood, Hoover, and Mountain Brook 
districts had the highest per pupil expenditures during the 2006 -2007 
academic year. Expenditures were  lowest in the St. Clair, Blount, and 

Chilton County districts.  All three were also among the areas with the 
highest student/teacher ratios.  

 
In addition to expenditures, the following table also displays the 

percentage of students that were eligible for free or reduced price 
lunch during the 2007 -2008 academic year.  The percentage of 
students that are eligible for free or reduced price lunch is another 

indicator of the prevalence of poverty and reliance on public assistance 
within households with childre n.  As of the 2009 -2010 academic year, 

the following guidelines are established for eligibility to received free 
or reduced price lunches. 5 
 

To receive free lunches, the average household income must be below:  
¶ $23,803 for a family of three  

¶ $28,665 for a fa mily of four  
 
To receive reduced -price lunches, the average household income must 

be below:  
¶ $28,665 for a family of three  

¶ $40,793 for a family of four  
 

 

                       
5 Complete guidelines for eligibility for free or reduced-price lunches can be found on the United States 
Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service website: 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/Governance/notices/iegs/IEGs.htm  
 

http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/Governance/notices/iegs/IEGs.htm
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Percentage of Students Eligible for Free or Reduced Price 

Lunch and Per Pupil Expenditures  

 
Source: Al abama Department of Education  
Note: Data for the ó07-ó08 school year were unavailable for Jefferson County. During 
the ô06-ô07 school year, 39.9 percent of students were eligible for free or reduced price 

lunch.  

K- 12  PERFORMANCE TRENDS  

The Alabama Departme nt of Education publishes a variety of 
information on the proficiency of students in end -of -grade testing in 
various subjects and at multiple stages throughout the K -12 system.   
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άI have two children that 
attend Birmingham City 

Schools.  If charter schools 
were available, my kids would 
be there in a heartbeat.  My 

wife and I cannot afford 
private school and we are 
thinking about moving to 
another area with a better 

school system for our 
children.έ 

The following table displays the 
percentage of students that either met 

or e xceeded state standards in reading 
and mathematics for both fourth grade 

and eighth grade students.  Students 
in the Mountain Brook, Vestavia Hills, 
and Trussville City districts 

outperformed all other districts in both 
subjects at both grade levels.  The  

Hoover, Homewood, and Jasper City 
districts also performed well across the 
board, while other districts exhibited strong 

performance in only certain grade -subject matter 
combinations.  

 
Student performance within the regionôs core districts ï Jefferson 
County and Birmingham City ï was lower than the state average in all 

four grade -subject matter combinations.  A smaller percentage of 
students in these districts either met or exceeded state standards in 

reading and math in the fourth and eighth grade, as com pared to the 
statewide average for all students in all districts.  
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Student Performance on State Testing: Percentage of 

Students that either Met or Exceeded State Standards 
(2008 - 2009)  

 
Source: Alabama Department of Education  
Note: Green represents the bes t performing district; red represents the worst 
performing district  

 

Less than one half of all students met or exceeded state standards in 
two instances: fourth grade mathematics in Midfield City Schools and 
eighth grade mathematics in Fairfield City Schoo ls.  Fourth grade 

students in Bibb County Schools outperformed the state average in 
reading and mathematics but eighth grade students lagged behind the 

state average in both subjects.  The same was true in Chilton County 
Schools.  These were the only two d istricts with such a disparity in 
performance relative to the statewide average between fourth grade 

and eighth grade students.  
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Eleventh grade student 
performance in Bibb 

County and Chilton 
County Schools was 

also below the 
statewide average 
proficiency level in all 

three subjects 
(reading, mathematics, 

and science).  It 
appears that these 
systems are effectively 

preparing students for 
statewide standardized 

testing in their 
elementary years but 
are not doing as well in 

preparing students for 
standardized  testing in 

the later years.  
 

Only a handful of 
students in the 
Mountain Brook and 

Vestavia Hills districts 
failed to meet state 

standards in the three 
subject areas. 
Proficiency in science 

and math among high 
school students in the regionôs urban core is among the greatest 

challenges.  Only 28.6 percent of eleventh grade students in the 
Fairfield City Schools met state standards in science.  
 

 
The topic of K -12 education was a frequent point of discussion 

throughout the community input process. Several inte rviewees 
identified low performing school systems as an obstacle to the region 
and for specific communities moving forward. The exploration of 

alternative forms of education such as charter schools and career 
academies was advocated by many focus group par ticipants but some 

expressed skepticism regarding the likelihood that such alternative 
models would take hold in the region. Others expressed a concern that 
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there was an inadequate connection between K -12 education and job 
opportunities in todayôs economy.  

 
One survey participants had the following to say: ñI have a daughter 

that graduated from high school in 2007.  She passed all classes but 
was unable to pass the exit exams.  She went back the next fall and 
got her AL Occupational Diploma and has been ta king the GED ever 

since.  She still has not passed a single subject.  There is something 
wrong when a child passes all subjects with As, Bs, & Cs but she 

cannot get in a college to pursue her dreams (of teaching young 
children).ò 

POST - SECONDARY EDUCATIONAL  OPPORTUNITIES  

Institutions of higher education provide significant economic impact 

within their regions.  They educate existing residents, draw young 
people from outside the region, create value and innovation through 
research and development, often revit alize surrounding 

neighborhoods, and support existing businesses and industry clusters 
through targeted training and degree programs.  

 
The following tables display enrollment and graduation rates for the 
fall semester of 2008 for all public and private, no nprofit colleges and 

universities with enrollment greater than 300 in Greater Birmingham 
and the comparison regions.  

 
The Target Cluster Analysis will examine the regionôs higher education 

institutions in greater detail with particular attention paid to re search 
activity and specific degree programs that support the regionôs clusters 
of economic activity.  
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Four - Year Institutions: Enrollment and Graduation Rates 

(Fall 2008)  

 
Source: National Center for Education Statistics  
ñDò = Doctoral; ñMò = Masters or First Professional; ñBAò = Bachelors 
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Note: Graduation rates represent the percentage of students who graduate within 
150% of ñnormal time.ò This equates to six years for a four-year program. Some 
students enroll in just one or two courses as professional de velopment. These students 
pull graduation rates lower.  

 

Two - Year Institutions: Enrollment and Graduation Rates 
(Fall 2008)  

 
Source: National Center for Education Statistics  
ñAò = Associates; ñCò = Certificate 
Note: Graduation rates represent the percentag e of students who graduate within 

150% of ñnormal time.ò This equates three years for a two-year program. Some 
students enroll in just one or two courses as professional development. These students 
pull graduation rates lower.  

 
The University of Alabama at  Birmingham (UAB) is clearly the anchor 

of the regionôs higher education offerings while serving as the regionôs 
dominant economic engine. It is smaller than the largest public 

universities located in the three comparisons areas (University of 
Louisville, Middle Tennessee State University, and the University of 
Oklahoma) and possesses a lower overall graduation rate.  Greater 

Birmingham only has two doctoral degree -granting institutions and 
only four that grant graduate degrees, lower than the capacity of t he 

institutions in all three comparison regions. This is a key challenge 
related to young professional attraction and retention, as many of the 

nationôs best and brightest will seek out communities that offer 
opportunities for advanced study and ongoing pr ofessional 
development.  
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Elevating the prominence of UAB through higher enrollment, expansion 

of non -medical degree programs, and additional investments in 
research activity is of great importance to the long - term 

competitiveness of the region.  For fifty  years UAB has been the 
provider of numerous services that has benefited the community, such 
as health clinics, public health outreach, and other activities.  

However, past emphasis has been on solidifying UABôs presence in 
health and life science at the d etriment of other schools of learning at 

the university.  Business, Education, Engineering, and other programs 
have received a strong interest for growth to meet the future 
workforce demands of the Birmingham region.  

 
Throughout interviews, focus groups, a nd the online survey, input 

participants often discussed the impact of UAB on the regionôs 
economy and the potential it had to be a catalyst for future growth. 
There was a strong desire among many residents for expansion or 

enhancement of programs of study . Many also identified the need for 
better communication and stronger collaboration between the 

University, the City of Birmingham, and regional leadership.  
 

College students from a diverse array of higher education instructions 
in the region were pleased with the services offered by their 
institutions to help them network, connect with the business 

community, and prepare them for career opportunities. Students and 
other residents felt that the diverse mix of institutions catering to 

students in search of d ifferent learning environments was a positive 
aspect of the community. However, many students were quick to point 
out that they felt the region lacked a diversity of non -medical graduate 

programs. A few students stated that they would like to stay in the 
region after finishing their undergraduate studies but would need to 

move elsewhere to pursue their desired graduate studies. The same 
was true for many who were planning to enter the job market. Some 
indicated that they would need to move elsewhere to purs ue their 

career, yet all agreed that there was no need to relocate if you were 
pursuing a health care profession.  
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Key Takeaways: People 
 

Strengths/Opportunities 

 

V Although Jefferson County experiences a net out-migration of thousands of 

residents to surrounding, suburban counties within the metropolitan area, the 

core county continues to receive positive net in-migration, although small, from 

other parts of the country. 

V The level of teenage idleness (the percentage of teens aged 16-19 that are not 

enrolled in school and not working) is lower than both the national and state 

averages across the entire region and in Jefferson County. 

V Per capita income exceeds all competitors and is roughly equivalent to the 

national average. 

V &ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ÐÅÒ ÃÁÐÉÔÁ ÉÎÃÏÍÅ ÉÓ ÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇ ÆÁÓÔÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÏÒÓ 

and the nation. 

V The region has made improvements in educational attainment, but is not 

improving as fast as the nation and some competitors, 

V There are opportunities to enhance early childhood education in the particularly 

ÂÙ ÅØÐÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÐÒÅ-K program. 

 

Weaknesses/Threats 

 

V 4ÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȭÓ ÃÏÒÅȟ *ÅÆÆÅÒÓÏÎ #ÏÕÎÔÙȟ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÓ ÔÏ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ×ÅÁË ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ 

growth. Concerns related to the public school systems and migration dynamics 

ÔÈÒÅÁÔÅÎ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÈÅ #ÉÔÙ ÏÆ "ÉÒÍÉÎÇÈÁÍ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÔÉÒÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÉÖÅÎÅÓÓȢ 

V There has been positive net in-migration to the region, but the rate of in-

migration has trailed the regiÏÎȭÓ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÏÒÓȢ 

V The region has a relatively old population with a larger share between the ages of 

45 and 64 and a slightly smaller share between the ages of 25 and 44. In addition 

to strained migration dynamics, this creates longer-term workf orce pipeline 

concerns. 

V The region possesses a comparatively less educated population. Although the 

ÒÅÇÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÔÔÁÉÎÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȭÓ 

competitors are making equal or better improvements and Greater Birmingham 

is not elevating its competitive position. 

V Despite higher per capita incomes, the poverty rate in Greater Birmingham is 

higher than all comparisons and the national average. This indicates that there is 

greater income disparity in the Birmingham region and a widening income gap 

ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÈÁÖÅÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÈÁÖÅ-ÎÏÔÓȢȱ 

V A number of public school districts are low-performing and contribute to 

perpetuating migration trends and geographic income gaps. 

V The region has a lower higher education capacity than competing regions with 

fewer graduate degree-granting institutions and lower enrollments. 



 

 

BLUEPRINT BIRMINGHAM:  
Competitive Realities  
September 2010  

 
  62 

 
This section will present key trends in various economic indicators such 

as employment growth, wage growth, un employment, and labor force 
participation. The analysis will include a review of employment 

composition by major business sector as well as analyses of retail 
expenditures, entrepreneurship, and innovative activity.  

Key Labor Market Indicators  

Employment g rowth, wage growth, unemployment rates, and labor 

force participation rates are key indicators of the level of the 
performance of a local economy.  The present economic climate ï 

frequently dubbed ñthe Great Recessionò ï has battered the entire 
country, al though tremendous regional variation exists in economic 

conditions.  This section will look at trends that occurred before and 
during the current recession to provide the appropriate context.  

EMPLOYMENT GROWTH  

Like the rest of the nation, the Birmingham re gion experienced a tough 

beginning to the new millennium, losing more than 15,000 jobs from 
peak to trough during the 2001 recession and the subsequent jobless 
recovery of 2002 and early 2003. From onset of the 2001 recession to 

the first month of post - rec ession employment gain, employment in 
Greater Birmingham declined by 3.0 percent as compared to 2.0 

percent nationwide.   
 

 

PROSPERITY 
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άAs a young 
professional, many of 
my friends are either 
unable to find jobs in 
their industry or want 

to move to a more 
modern, progressive 

city than 
Birmingham.ò 

 

 
 
Since the onset of the ñGreat Recessionò beginning in December 2007, 
the Birmingham region has lost more than 27,000 jobs, equiva lent to a 

5.1 percent reduction in employment.  This lies between the 
employment declines experienced in the 

Louisville (4.3 percent decline) and 
Nashville (5.8 percent decline) 
metropolitan areas. The Birmingham 

region has fared slightly better than the 
national (5.2 percent decline) and state 

(5.7 percent decline) averages.  The 
Oklahoma City metropolitan area ï 
along with the vast majority of regions 

located in the nationôs Plains states ï 
has fared particularly well during the 

current recession as compa red to the rest 
of the nation. The Louisville metropolitan 
labor market appears to be recovering a bit 

sooner than the Birmingham region and other comparisons; the 
Louisville metro experienced two consecutive months of employment 

gains in excess of 1,000 n ew jobs in both October and November of 
2009.  
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Change in Total Nonfarm Employment, Current Recession  

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Employment Statistics (seasonally 

adjusted figures)  

 
More job losses are likely to be present in the Birmingha m region once 

data is released for the remainder of 2009, and losses may continue 
into 2010 as labor markets are expected to be particularly slow to 
recover.  The U.S. Commerce Department recently released revised 

information confirming that gross domestic  product (GDP) grew by 2.8 
percent in the third quarter of 2009.  This coincided with what many 

economists predicted would be the official end of the recession, as 
measured by output.  However, these same economists concur that 
labor markets will remain tr oubled for an extended period beyond the 

third quarter of 2009.  It is likely that unemployment will continue to 
remain above 10 percent nationwide into the first and second quarters 

of 2010.  
 

Many business leaders were optimistic about the year to come an d 
hoped that they would be able to begin hiring again soon. However, 
some individuals expressed in the online survey that they would be 

hesitant to expand operations in the Birmingham region.  

UNEMPLOYMENT  

Unemployment in the Birmingham region has historic ally been lower 
than the national and state averages for many years.  Throughout the 

1990s, unemployment rates in the region were roughly one 
percentage point lower than the statewide average and up to two 

percentage points lower than the national average.   For much of the 
latter half of the 1990s, the regionôs labor market operated at nearly 
full capacity with unemployment rates averaging 3.0 percent between 

1996 and 2000.  Even during the 2001 recession and subsequent 
jobless recovery, the unemployment ra te in the Birmingham region 

never reached 5.0 percent.  
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However, the current recession has caused unemployment in the 
Birmingham region to surge to a level that was equivalent to the 

national average in October 2009.  The unemployment rate in the 
region  climbed from a pre - recession level of 3.7 percent in December 
2007 to 10.2 percent in October 2009.  

Change in Unemployment Rates, Current Recession  

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics  
 



 

 

BLUEPRINT BIRMINGHAM:  
Competitive Realities  
September 2010  

 
  66 

 

 

 

 

 

LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION  

The labor force participation rate m easures the percentage of the 

working age population (ages 18 ï 69) that is either employed or 
unemployed. 6  Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, labor force 

participation rates increased steadily across the United States, driven 
in part by the influx of women and minorities entering the workforce.  
In fact, women are now fifty percent of the labor force because of men 

losing their jobs especially those 55 years and older.  Female labor 
participation rates have stabilized in the 21 st  century, and the nation is 

currently facing a new trend: the beginning stages of the retirement of 
the Baby Boom generation, those 55 and older.  Their retirement will 
contribute to declines in labor force participation rates throughout the 

nation.  Areas with large percentages of th eir population between the 
ages of 45 and 69 will see larger relative impacts and face greater 

challenges as they attempt to replace retiring workers in the coming 
decade.  
 

In 2003, the labor force participation rate in the Birmingham region 
was only 73.6  percent, lower than all three competing regions and 2.6 

percentage points lower than the national average.  Over the course of 
the next five years, labor force participation in the region dropped to 
71.0 percent in 2008.  Out of the three comparisons, the  state, and 

the nation, only Oklahoma City experienced a larger percentage point 
decline between 2003 and 2008.  Since the onset of the current 

recession, a number of individuals have become unemployed and over 
time have stopped actively seeking work.  As a result, they have fallen 

                       
6 Those that are no longer actively seeking work (have not looked for work recently) are not 
considered to be unemployed and are therefore not considered to part of the labor force. Those 
individuals that have accepted part-time work for economic reasons ï meaning that they would like 
full -time work but have been forced to settle for part-time work ï are included as employed 
individuals and are therefore included as part of the labor force. 
 

Young Professionals  

As of 2008, the unemployment rate for young professionals 
(ages 25 ï 34) was slightly higher in the Birmingham 

region (6.35 percent) than it was nationwide (6.23 

percent). Although this is not a significant difference, 
it is a bit t roubling when considering that the 

Birmingham region has historically possessed unemployment 

rates for the entire population that were below the 
national unemployment rate.  
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out of the labor force and labor force participation rates have declined 
across the country.  

 
As of 2008, the labor force participation rate in the Birmingham region 

was more than five percentage points lower than the national av erage, 
and more than four percentage points lower than the rates in the 
Louisville and Nashville metropolitan areas. This has a near certain 

negative impact on the regionôs per capita income as each individual 
who has dropped out of the labor force earns n o wage or salary 

income. Given such low labor force participation, it is even more 
remarkable that the regionôs per capita income is so comparable to the 
national average.  

 

 
 

Given the regionôs historically low unemployment rates, such a low 
level of labo r force participation is a somewhat surprising finding.  The 

Birmingham region has enjoyed relatively low unemployment as 
compared to the nation for quite some time.  With the labor force 
participation rate calculated as the percentage of the adult populat ion 

(ages 18 ï 69) that is either employed and the unemployed, the only 
explanation for a comparatively low labor force participation rate in 

Birmingham is that the regionôs employment as a share of the adult 
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population is lower than the national average. There are a few reasons 
for why this may be the case.  One possible explanation is that the 

average retirement age in the region Birmingham is lower than the 
national average.  Although precise information on average retirement 

age is not available for met ropolitan areas, we can examine more 
detailed information regarding the labor force participation rates of 
particular age groups.  

 
As of 2008, only 59.9 percent of the population between the ages of 

55 and 64 were employed or unemployed (and thus consider ed part of 
the labor force) in the Birmingham region.  By comparison, the labor 
force participation rate for 55 ï 64 year olds was 64.9 percent 

nationwide.  In 2008, the labor force participation rate for 25 ï 54 
year olds was 81.9 percent in the Birmingha m region and 82.6 percent 

nationwide.  Combined this provides us with a strong indication that 
lower labor force participation rates for the entire working age 
population in the region are driven predominantly by the considerably 

lower participation rates of those at or near retirement age.  This may 
provide some indication that individuals and households in the 

Birmingham region are able to accumulate suitable wealth to support 
retirement at an earlier age than individuals and households 

nationwide.  
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

OUTPUT PER W ORKER  

Output per worker is measured as the total value of all goods services 

produced in a region divided by total employment. It can serve as a 
proxy for the amount of wealth created ï or value -added ï by each 
worker in the region.  It is a lso widely interpreted as a proxy for labor 

productivity.  However, when comparing output per worker between 
regions it is difficult to make conclusive statements regarding labor 

productivity given the regional variation in the types of goods and 
services produced in different metropolitan areas.  

Young Professionals  

The labor force participation rate of young professionals 
(ag es 25 ï 34) has been slightly higher in the Birmingham 

region  than the national average in recent years. As of 

2008, 83.9 percent of individuals between the ages of 25 
and 24 were either considered part of the labor force in 

Greater Birmingham  (either emp loyed or unemployed yet 

actively seeking work), as compa red to 83.4 percent 
nationwide.  
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Output per Worker (2005 - 2008)  

 
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis; Bureau of Labor Statistics  

 
Between 2005 and 2008, output per worker in the Birmingham region 

was higher than all comparisons, the state, and the  national average.  
However, the compound annual rate of growth in output per worker 

during this period was lower than all comparisons, the state, and the 
national average.  Higher levels of output per worker predominantly 
reflect that higher value goods a nd services are produced in the 

Birmingham -Hoover metropolitan area as compared to the identified 
competitors and the nation.  However, it is possible that the average 

worker in the Birmingham region is also more productive in producing 
comparable goods an d services that are also produced elsewhere. The 
regionôs relatively large concentration of employment in finance, 

insurance, wholesale trade, and headquarters operations (all relatively 
high wage, high value operations) contributes to relatively high outp ut 

per worker across the entire regional economy.  
 
Most members of the business community felt that the regionôs labor 

force possessed a strong work ethic and few expressed concerns about 
labor productivity.  

AVERAGE ANNUAL W AGES  

The following tables compar e average annual wages by major business 

sector in the Birmingham region to the national average.  The average 
annual private sector wage in the region was $44,304 as of the first 

quarter of 2009, $1,560 below the national average.  Between the first 
quart ers of 2007 and 2009, the average annual wage in the region 
increased by 0.6 percent, while the national average declined by 1.1 

percent amidst the current recession.  Wages in the health care and 
social assistance sector were more than nine percent higher  than the 
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national average in the first quarter of 2009.  However, the average in 
higher wage sectors such as professional and technical services, 

finance and insurance, and wholesale trade were all lower in the 
Birmingham region than the national average.   This reflects levels of 

wage stability and that the regionôs wages have not fallen as much of 
the nation.  

Average Annual Wages (Nominal) by Major Business 

Sector  

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages  
ñNAò indicates that data was not disclosed for these sectors and time periods.  
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Employment Composition  

This section examines the composition of the regionôs employment 
base by major business sector as compared to the United States.  

Trends in employment and relative co ncentration will provide a more 
detailed perspective on the ways in which the regionôs economy differs 

from the national economy.  

EMPLOYMENT GROWTH  

The following table displays the composition of employment in the 
Birmingham region and the United States by  major business sector.  

The Bureau of Labor Statisticsô Quarterly Census of Employment and 
Wages does not disclose employment or wage information for sectors 
with three or fewer local establishments.  This is done to protect the 

identity of individual fir ms. Data is also suppressed in cases where 
disclosure at another level of detail would allow data users to identify 

the employment or wage values associated with an aggregated sector.  

Employment Growth by Major Business Sector (Private 

Sector Only)  
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Sour ce: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages  
ñNAò indicates that data was not disclosed for these sectors and time periods. 

 

Between March 2007 and March 2009, private sector employment 
declined by nearly 30,000 individuals, equ ivalent to 7.1 percent 

decline.  This exceeded the national rate of decline ( -5.0 percent) 
during the same time period.  The percentage decline in employment 
was larger in the Birmingham region than the national average in most 

sectors for which employment  data was disclosed in both time periods.  
However, the region experienced very few losses in the finance and 

insurance sector which suffered considerable decline nationwide as a 
result of the global financial meltdown.  The region only lost 25 private 
sector jobs (less than one tenth of one percent) as compared to 

national decline of 5.6 percent.  Between March 2008 and March 2009, 
the Birmingham region actually experienced growth in securities 

brokerage and other financial investment activities, as well a s within 
the insurance sector.  

EMPLOYMENT CONCENTRATION  

The following table displays location quotients (LQs) for major 

business sectors. Location quotients measure the relative 
concentration of employment in a given business sector in a specific 
geographi c area as compared to the national average.  Specifically, 

they measure the percentage of total regional employment in a 
particular business sector divided by the percentage of total national 

employment in that same sector.  A location quotient equal to 1. 0 
would indicate that the regionôs share of employment in a given sector 
is exactly equivalent to the national share.  

A location quotient greater than 1.0 would indicate that the region 
possesses a larger percentage of employment than the national 

average  in a given sector.  For example, a location quotient equal to 
2.0 would indicate that the regionôs share of employment in that sector 
is exactly twice as large as the national share.  A location quotient 

equal to 0.5 would indicate that the regionôs share of employment in 
that sector is exactly half the national share.  When location quotients 

exceed 1.0 by a significant amount, this is typically assumed to 
indicate that the region possesses competitive advantages that make 
the region particularly attracti ve to that type of economic activity. 7  

The table below displays location quotients for the major business 
sectors in the Birmingham region.  Sectors with a relatively large 

                       
7 Please see Appendix A for a more detailed discussion of location quotients and the proper way to 
interpret them. 
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concentration of employment (LQ > 1.1) are in green font while 
sectors with a rela tively low concentration (LQ < 0.9) are in red font.  

Location Quotients for Major Business Sectors (Private 
Sector Only)  

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages  

ñNAò indicates that data was not disclosed for these sectors and time periods.  

 
The health care and social assistance sector appears to be no more 

highly concentrated in the Birmingham region than the national 
average.  However, it is important to recognize that the table above 
covers private sector employment only, and therefore does not capture 

public institutions in the region (such as UAB) and nationwide.  The 
presence of corporate or regional headquarters for Regions Bank, Well 

Fargo (formerly Wachovia), BBVA Compass, Blue Cross Blue Shield of 
Alabama, Prot ective Life Corporation, State Farm Insurance, and 
others has contributed to a relatively concentrated finance and 

insurance sector in the region.  
 

Interestingly, the wholesale trade sector is relatively concentrated in 
the region although manufacturing a nd transportation/warehousing 
are not highly concentrated.  Regions with a large presence of 

wholesalers typically have a large presence in transportation and 
warehousing and/or manufacturing.  
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The region possessed a slightly more concentrated retail trad e sector 
(LQ=1.11) than the national average.  This is typical of medium and 

large metropolitan areas which receive additional demand for retail 
and food services from visitors and from residents in surrounding 

counties outside the metropolitan area.  
 
The  Target Cluster Analysis will examine each of the strongest 

business sectors with growth potential in greater detail.  

Retail and Food Service Expenditures  

Data covering retail and food service expenditures provide a means for 

examining the buying habits of  an areaôs population. The table and 
chart that follow show annualized retail and food service sales per 

person.  

RETAIL SALES  

Since the turn of the millennium, annual retail sales per capita in the 
Birmingham region have exceeded the national and state ave rages, as 

well as the levels observed in the Louisville and Oklahoma City 
metropolitan areas.  Further, the rate of growth in retail sales per 
capita in the Birmingham region has exceeded the rate of growth in 

these two comparison metros, resulting in a wi dening gap over time.  
However, the region has consistently trailed the level of retail and food 

service expenditures per capita in the Nashville metropolitan area.  
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Retail sales per capita are typically higher in the urban cores of 

metropolitan areas w here population and services are the most highly 
concentrated.  This is true for Jefferson County and the Birmingham 
region, as well as all other core counties in the three comparison 

metros.  
 

Prior to the onset of the recent national recession, retail sa les per 
capita grew by 10.9 percent over the five year period from the fourth 
quarter of 2002 to the fourth quarter of 2007.  As previously 

mentioned this exceeded the rate of growth in the Louisville and 
Oklahoma City metro areas but trailed the rate of g rowth in Metro 

Nashville.  Since the onset of the national recession in the fourth 
quarter of 2007, retail sales per capita have declined by 10.4 percent 
(from the fourth quarter of 2007 until the second quarter of 2009).  

This rate of decline fell in the middle of all comparison areas, and was 
just slightly lower than the national and statewide rates of decline.  



 

 

BLUEPRINT BIRMINGHAM:  
Competitive Realities  
September 2010  

 
  76 

Annualized Retail Sales per capita  

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Moodyôs Economy.com 

Bankruptcy  

This section will briefly review the prevalence of  personal and business 
bankruptcies within the region and across the comparison areas.  The 

U.S. District Courts keep records of bankruptcy filings throughout the 
country.  While filing for bankruptcy can offer residents and businesses 
a way to get back on  track with their personal and business finances, a 

high rate of bankruptcy filings within a community can indicate a gap 
between lifestyle costs (money out) and personal income (money in), 

and between business costs (money out) and business income (money 
in).  

PERSONAL BANKRUPTCY FILINGS  

The following chart illustrates trends in personal bankruptcy filings 

since 2000 and up to the second quarter of 2009.  The rate of personal 
bankruptcy in the Birmingham -Hoover, AL metropolitan area was 
higher than all comp arison areas throughout the decade.  Personal 

bankruptcy filings dipped in late 2005 and 2006 nationwide as a result 
of the Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and Consumer Protection Act of 

2005 which made personal bankruptcy filings under Chapter 7 more 
difficul t.  The Act was designed to limit the ability of debtors to file 
Chapter 7 bankruptcy, in which most debts are forgiven, and push 

more consumers and businesses towards Chapter 13, in which only a 
portion of the debts are forgiven after some repayment has o ccurred.  
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Since the start of the recession in the fourth quarter of 2007, personal 

bankruptcy filings per capita have only increased by 23.3 percent in 
the Birmingham metropolitan area. This rate of growth in personal 
bankruptcy filings was exceeded in  all comparison areas, the state, 

and the nation. Personal bankruptcy filings increased by 27.8 percent 
in Metro Louisville, 37.5 percent in Oklahoma City, and 39.8 percent in 

Metro Nashville. The level of personal bankruptcy filings per capita 
increased n ationwide by nearly 50 percent between the fourth quarter 
of 2007 and the second quarter of 2009.  

BUSINESS BANKRUPTCY FILINGS  

Business bankruptcy filing data has a slightly longer lag - time in its 
release; the most recent data covers the twelve month period  ending 
in the first quarter of 2009. Businesses were also affected by the new 

bankruptcy legislation in 2005, resulting in a drop in the number of 
filings nationwide.  While the rate of personal bankruptcy in the 

Birmingham region has historically exceede d the national average, the 
rate of business bankruptcy in the region has been historically low.  
This trend reversed during the current recession, whereby the rate of 
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business bankruptcy more than doubled in the region, overtaking the 
national and state r ates.  However, the rate of business bankruptcy 

increased considerably in the comparison areas during the same time 
period and the Birmingham region still possesses a lower rate of 

business bankruptcy than all three comparisons as the twelve -month 
period e nding in the first quarter of 2009.  

Business Bankruptcy Filings per 1,000 Establishments  

 
Source: U.S. District Courts; Moodyôs Economy.com 

Business Costs and Climate  

This section will briefly review some key factors that impact the 
regionôs ability to attract and retain new businesses.  This includes 
business costs such as utility and tax rates, as well as other factors 

influencing location decisions such as incentives, infrastructure quality 
and connectivity, and the availability of sites and land.  

ELECTRICITY RATES  

Utility costs can be 

extremely burdensome for 
certain sectors, particularly 

manufacturing, extraction, 
and refining.  Electrical costs 

for some manufacturing 
sectors, such as paper mills, 
can reach one - third of total 

costs.  Other technology -
intensive industries also rely 

upon affordable electricity to 
support their operations.  
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άPunitive tax system 
continues to polarize us 

and makes the 
community unfairly 

penalize the poor. We 
need better birth to 12 
education systems to 

assist in moving more out 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǌŀƴƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊΦέ 

 

 
The accompanying table indicates that Alabama is on the high end of 

the cost range for residential and commercial electricity relative to the 
home states of its compe titors. However, the 

state is very competitive in the cost range for 
industrial electricity. It should be noted 
that these rates do not specifically reflect 

the rates of a particular utility provider, 
but rather an aggregate of all Alabama 

energy providers  and local usage 
trends.  

TAX RATES  

The tax climate within a state and region is 

another major factor in the location decisions 
of firms, regardless of business sector.  The tax 
environment in Alabama is relatively favorable for both residents and 

business es when compared to the home states of the competing 
regions.  

 
The Tax Foundation produces an annual index of the tax climate in all 
50 states. The table that follows displays the rankings for each state 

for a variety of taxes. A ranking of ñ1ò indicates that the states 
environment is the most favorable (and in many cases does not 

possess a certain tax); a ranking of ñ50ò indicates that a state 
possesses the most prohibitive taxes in a certain category.  

2010 State Business Tax Climate Index, Rankings by St ate  

 
Source: Tax Foundation  
 

Alabama possesses the most favorable tax climate out of all four 
states, covering the home states of the three comparison regions 

identified as competitors. Across all major types of state - level taxes, 
the state of Alabama ne ver falls in the bottom half of the country. It is 
viewed as having the 17 th  most favorable property tax climate, 
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άWhen looking for a place 
to put my business I did not 

consider Birmingham 
primarily because of the 

elected leadership of 
Birmingham and Jefferson 

county and the 
occupational tax which I 

did not want to burden my 
employees with.έ 

 

outperforming the other three comparison states.  Alabama and 
Kentucky are among the states that the Tax Foundation cites as 

having ñconsistently low property tax rates.ò Alabama was among the 
states with the lowest levels of property tax collections per capita and 

property tax collections as a percentage of total income. This provides 
the state with a strong advantage in terms of its ability to  encourage 
economic growth.  

 
However, the Birmingham region does have a few unique tax issues 

that complicate business and residential locations decisions. Jefferson 
Countyôs 0.5 percent occupational tax and Birmingham and Mountain 
Brookôs one percent occupational tax have been a source of 

controversy, both legally and from an economic development 
perspective.  

 
Many members of the business community 
felt that the regionôs tax environment, and 

particularly that of the City of 
Birmingham and Jefferson Count y, was 

not conducive to business. The city and 
countyôs occupational tax was 

frequently mentioned as a deterrent.  
 
The following table displays information 

on personal and corporate income tax 
structure in Alabama and the states that 

are home to the three identified competing 
regions. Both personal and corporate income 
taxes in Alabama are competitive with the 

competing states.  
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Personal and Corporate Income Taxes  

 
Source: State Departments of Revenue  

 
In the City of Birmingham, the ten percent sales tax ra te is higher 

than most major cities in the country, and higher than all three major 
cities at the heart of the identified competing regions.  Although less of 
an impact on businesses, a high sales tax rate can discourage 

consumers from shopping in high sal es tax locations. It is also viewed 
by most economists as the most regressive tax, as it 

disproportionately affects lower income families that must devote a 
larger portion of their income to consumption.  
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άEveryone here loves to 
talk about low taxes, 

but we get what we pay 
for. Education, 

infrastructure, transit, 
public safety are all very 

weak in Birmingham 
ŀƴŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΦέ 

Sales and Use Tax Rates (2009)  

 
Source: The Tax Fou ndation  

I NCENTIVES  

A variety of state and local incentives are available in the state; 

depending on the project, such incentives may significantly reduce the 
tax burden facing an existing or prospective new employer.  
 

Alabama has historically been viewed  as an aggressive state with 
respect to economic development incentives. In 1993, the state 

assembled a $253 million incentives package to help lure the Mercedes 
Benz plant in Vance, just outside Birmingham. In 1999, the state 

provided a $158 million incen tives package to help 

attract a new Honda manufacturing facility. 
Roughly $100 million was allocated to purchase 

land and assist with site preparation and 
employee training. The remaining portion of 
the package provided Honda with a set of tax 

credits and abatements. While other southern 
states have become equally aggressive in 

pursuing large projects, and while these 
packages (particularly the Mercedes deal) 

were controversial and legally challenged, 
Alabama made it clear to the international 

business comm unity that the state was committed 

to attracting new investment.  
 

Other states ï including Kentucky, Tennessee, and Oklahoma ï have 
much variation in their state - level incentive programs (primarily tax 
credits) and offer many targeted programs to encourage  investment in 

specific sectors. This variation allows these states to provide flexibility 
in offering incentives to specific types of activity that the state wishes 

to attract; for example a Life Sciences Venture Fund, a Seed Capital 
Fund, fast track perm itting, and others.  
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Along these lines, Alabamaôs recently approved Capital Investment Tax 
Credit specifically targets high -wage, high -value, and knowledge -

economy jobs by extending income tax credits to qualifying projects.  
Property tax abatements, ince ntives for Brownfields redevelopment, 

and a variety of benefits associated with the stateôs enterprise zones 
comprise the majority of the stateôs incentive offerings.  Customary 
across the nation, local governments may abate taxes, support 

infrastructure o r site improvements, and/or offer alternative financing 
for a specific project to complement a state incentive package.  

 
Please refer to the Appendix of this report for a detailed review of 
state - level incentives.  

BUSINESS CLIMATE RANKINGS  

A variety of sou rces produce business climate rankings each year.  
Although their methodologies vary and they rarely factor into business 
decisions, these rankings are public evaluations that can shape 

perceptions.  
 

The Birmingham -Hoover metropolitan area fared worse than  most 
comparisons in three common rankings of the business climate: 
Forbesô Best Places for Business and Careers, Inc. Magazineôs Best 

Cities for Doing Business, and Milken Instituteôs Best Performing Cities. 
The Birmingham metro was rated as the 66 th  best  place for business 

and careers by Forbes in 2008, outperforming the Louisville metro 
(95 th ) but trailing the Nashville (25 th ) and Oklahoma City (12 th ) 

regions.  The Birmingham region trailed all three comparisons in Inc. 
Magazineôs rating of the best citi es for doing business and Milken 
Instituteôs Best Performing Cities. The Milken Instituteôs rankings are 

based on job growth, wage growth, and high - tech output growth. 
These three rankings are frequently cited by public sources and can 

shape public percept ions about the business climate and economy in a 
particular region.  
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Business Climate Rankings  

 
Source: Inc. Magazine, Forbes, Milken Institute  

*out of 200 metropolitan areas  
**out of 335 metropolitan areas  
***out of the 200 largest metropolitan areas in t he country  

Small Business, Entrepreneurship, and 

Innovation  

This section will review the innovative and entrepreneurial activity of 
the regionôs residents.  Data covering the number of single-employee 

establishments (entrepreneurs) will be complemented by information 
on small business lending activity and the number of patents issued to 
residents.  

ENTREPRENEURS ( NON - EMPLOYERS )  

The Census Bureau collects information on non -employer 
establishments ï those with only one employee ï in the Economic 
Census conduc ted every five years.  The most recent information 

covers non -employers in 2007.  
 

As of 2007, there were 77,263 single -employee establishments in the 
Birmingham -Hoover metropolitan area, representing 13.4 percent of 
total regional employment.  This slight ly trails the state and national 

shares (13.8 percent), as well as the levels of entrepreneurship in the 
Nashville and Oklahoma City metropolitan areas.  On average, 

entrepreneurs in the Birmingham region earned more ($46,855) than 
the national average ($4 5,688) each year, but lagged behind the 
average earnings of entrepreneurs in the Nashville and Oklahoma City 

regions.  
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Entrepreneurial Activity (2007)  

 
Source: United States Census Bureau  
 
The following table breaks out entrepreneurship by major business 
sector.  As a share of total employment, the levels of entrepreneurship 

in each sector in the Birmingham region are relatively comparable to 
the national rates of entrepreneurship by sector, with only a few 

exceptions.  
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Entrepreneurship by Major Business Se ctor (2007)  

 
Source: United States Census Bureau  
 

The agricultural activity that exists in the less urban counties in the 
metropolitan area is more entrepreneurial than the national average; 
that is to say, a larger percentage of those engaged in agricult ural 

activity in the Birmingham region are self -employed.  Given the 
relatively high concentration of large employers in the finance and 

insurance sector in the region, entrepreneurs represent a smaller 
share of total employment in this sector than the nat ional average.  

 
Small business owners and entrepreneurs in the community felt that 
the level of support for small businesses could be improved across the 

region. Many agreed that the business community in the region is very 
relationship -oriented and that b reaking into ñthe circleò was sometimes 

difficult, especially for new business owners who had just relocated. 
However, some felt that this was a great strength and that with 
determination, small business owners and entrepreneurs could use this 

aspect of th e community to their advantage. Others felt that there 
were tremendous opportunities for entrepreneurs in the region, and 
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that the presence of many large employers in the region was a 
business development opportunity for small businesses. However, 

some fel t that there was not a lot of outreach or support for small 
businesses by the ñlarge business communityò in the region. 

PATENT ACTIVITY  

The United States Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO) releases 

detailed information on every patent application and awar d. Utility 
patents ï ñpatents for inventionò ï are those of the greatest interest 

for measuring the innovative nature of a resident population.  The 
USPTO allows for patent information to be accessed at the city level. 
The information that follows covers t he patenting activity within the 

central cities of each metropolitan area (Birmingham, Louisville, 
Nashville, and Oklahoma City).  

 
The level of patent activity in the city of Birmingham has been higher 
than the central cities of each comparison metro in b oth 2005 and 

2009 year - to -date (ending December 1 st , 2009).  In 2005, 43 utility 
patents were assigned to individuals or organizations residing in the 

City of Birmingham, equivalent to 1.83 patents per 10,000 residents in 
the city.  That number has fallen to 30 utility patents for 2009 through 
December 1 st . 

 
Although the data indicate a high level of innovative activity in the City 

of Birmingham, some input participants questioned the levels of 
commercialization and value -creation in the region.  
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SMALL BUSINESS LENDING ACTIVITY  

Information on the financing received by small businesses also 
provides a perspective on the level of entrepreneurial activity in a 
community.  More importantly, it provides insight into the availability 

of capital for small busines ses. Under the Community Reinvestment 
Act, commercial and savings banks having at least $250 million in 

assets must report their small business lending activity.  It is 
important to note that variations in the number of small business loans 
per capita betw een regions reflect differences in the availability of 

loans as well as the demand for loans.  It is difficult to interpret these 
statistics solely in terms of the availability of financial support for small 

businesses.  
 

As of 2008, the level of small busi ness lending activity ï measured as 
loans per capita ï was higher in the Birmingham region than the 
statewide average as well as the levels observed in Metro Louisville.  

However, the region trailed the national average, as well as the levels 
of lending ac tivity observed in the Nashville and Oklahoma City 

regions. Between 2003 and 2008, the Birmingham region actually 
experienced a decline in the number of small business loans issued per 
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capita. All three competing regions experienced growth during the five 
year period.  

Small Business Lending Activity: Number of Loans (2003 ï 
2008)  

Source: Federal Financial Institutions Examination Council; Moodyôs Economy.com 

 
More small business loans were made in the Birmingham region in 
2007 than were in 2003. However, when credit markets froze during 

the global financial crisis, lending activity declined sharply in 2008 and 
fell to similar levels as those observed in 2003. Once credit markets 

recover, small business lending activity is expected to rebound to pre -
recessi on levels. When examining the data in greater detail, it is clear 
that all three comparison areas experienced larger growth in small 

business lending activity in the years prior to the recession as 
compared to the Birmingham region, while also being subjec ted to 

slightly smaller declines in lending activity during 2008.  
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Although levels of lending activity in the Birmingham region are lower 
than the national average and two of its competitors, the regionôs 

recipients of small business loans receive larger loans on average as 
compared to the national 

average and the average 
loan size in the Louisville 
and Oklahoma City 

regions. The average 
loan value declined 

nationwide while the 
number of loans issued 
increased during the 

2000s prior to the 
financial crisis . Lenders 

were making more but 
smaller loans. It will be 
important to follow small 

business lending activity 
in the years following 

the recession to 
determine if this trend is 

continuing. If so, it has 
important implications 
for the ways in which 

public an d nonprofit economic development entities provide alternative 
financing mechanisms for small businesses and entrepreneurs.  
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Key Takeaways: Prosperity  
 

Strengths/Opportunities 

 

V There is high output per worker in the region, above all comparisons and the 

national average. This is typically interpreted as being indicative of high labor 

productivity.  

V Average annual wages are competitive for workers in some major business 

ÓÅÃÔÏÒÓȟ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÈÅÁÌÔÈÃÁÒÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȭÓ ÁÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÁÎÎÕÁÌ ×ÁÇÅ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÁÌÌ 

sectors is just below the national average, helping the region remain competitive 

from a labor cost standpoint. 

V The region has a relatively well diversified economy. 

V The finance and insurance sectors have been resilient during the global financial 

crisis. 

V The region is home to a solid base of entrepreneurs with high average earnings. 

V There is a strong retail sector across the region and in the core (Jefferson County). 

V The region has high rates of innovative activity as measures by patents per capita, 

but there are some concerns regarding commercialization. 

V Overall, the region has a competitive business climate in terms of costs and 

incentives. 

 

Weaknesses/Threats 

 

V Nearly 26,000 jobs were lost during the national recession in Greater 

Birmingham, although the rate of decline has been slightly lower than the 

national average and two of the identified competitors. 

V There has been historically low unemployment in the Birmingham region, but 

unemployment has risen tremendously during the recent recession and currently 

exceeds the national rate. 

V The region has comparatively low labor force participation, driven predominantly 

by early retirement and low participation among those between the ages of 55 

and 64. 

V There has been consolidation and employment loss associated with the mergers 

ÁÎÄ ÁÃÑÕÉÓÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȭÓ ÍÁÊÏÒ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÒÓ (regional and national 

headquarters). 

V The region is home to historically high personal bankruptcy rates, but personal 

bankruptcy increased at a slower pace in Greater Birmingham during the national 

recession as compared the national average and the three competing regions. 

V 4ÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȭÓ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ×ÅÌÌ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÉÎ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ 

ÒÁÎËÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ Ȱ"ÅÓÔ 0ÌÁÃÅÓ ÆÏÒ $ÏÉÎÇ "ÕÓÉÎÅÓÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÂÙ 

some participants in the stakeholder input process. 
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This section examines the qualities of the Birmingham region that 

make the community an attractive p lace to live, work, and visit. 
Infrastructure available for residents and businesses will also be 

addressed.  In addition to factors already examined in other sections, 
cost of living, affordability of housing, crime, access to healthcare, and 
environmenta l factors all weigh heavily on a communityôs desirability 

and livability. Livability refers to a placeôs ability to support and 
enhance residentsô activities in day-to -day life. Measuring and 

assessing certain conditions of a communityôs public realm can help 
gauge livability.  Increasingly, workers choose where they want to live 
first and then they find a job.  Therefore, quality of life and ñquality of 

placeò are crucial components to attracting and retaining residents and 
employers.  

Cost of Living  

Cost of living can affect relocation decisions and a householdôs 
standard of living when moving to a new community.  A cost of living 

(COL) index provides more information about how expensive it is to 
live in a community or region. It considers the cost of hous ing, 
groceries, utilities, transportation, health care, and miscellaneous 

goods and services.  C 2ER (formerly ACCRA), a national community 
and economic development research organization, publishes quarterly 

cost of living indices for metropolitan communiti es across the nation.  
The national average across all metropolitan areas surveyed is equal 
to an index value of 100.  

 
The following chart shows the cost of living index for the Birmingham -

Hoover metropolitan area in the second quarter of 2009.  Overall c ost 
of living is well below the national average, due in part to 
comparatively lower prices for housing. Compared to the benchmark 

regions, the Birmingham region does not offer the lowest cost of living 
in any category. The region is the highest cost marke t for grocery 

items out of all comparisons, and also possesses utility costs above the 
national average. To calculate housing cost, the index takes into 
account the average cost to rent a two -bedroom apartment, average 

new home sale prices, average mortgag e rates, and average monthly 
mortgage payments.  

 

PLACE 
 



 

 

BLUEPRINT BIRMINGHAM:  
Competitive Realities  
September 2010  

 
  93 

 

Cost of Living Index, Second Quarter 2009  

 
Source: The Council for Community and Economic Research  
(100 = National Average) Percentage in each category contributes to overall cost of 

living: Total (100%), Grocery (13%), Housing (28%), Utilities (10%), Transportation 
(10%), Health care (4%), and Miscellaneous items (35%).  
 

Residents agreed that the regionôs cost of living was one of the areaôs 
key strengths and an attractive factor for families considering 

relocating to the area. Other residents noted that the cost of living 
relative to wages was favorable.  

Housing  

For a community to be sustainable, it must have housing that is both 
affordable and attractive to its workforce.  Because regional economies 
have workers at all pay scales, it is important to have housing options 

to suit the needs of all types of workers, families, and individuals. The 
following graphics illustrate trends in the median price of existing 

single - family homes.  
 

The median -priced existi ng single - family home in the Birmingham -
Hoover, metropolitan area has historically trended between the 
national and state averages. During the mid - to - late 1990s, median 

prices in the Birmingham regions eclipsed national home prices for a 
brief period, befo re national prices began to grow at much more rapid 

pace around the turn of the millennium.  
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National home prices peaked in the fourth quarter of 2005, followed by 

a period of correction that extended until the first quarter of 2009. 
During this period of correction, the median -priced existing single 

family home declined in price by 26.4 percent. This exceeded the rate 
of decline experienced in the Birmingham region (17.9 percent 
decline). However, the rate of decline in the Birmingham region 

eclipsed al l of the comparison communities; the Oklahoma City 
metropolitan area actually continued to experience growth in housing 

prices during this period.  
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Change in Housing Prices as the National Housing Bubble 

Burst  

 
Source: National Association of Realtors; Mo odyôs Economy.com 

National prices rose for the first time in 15 quarters during the second 
quarter of 2009.  The same was true for the Birmingham region, which 

experienced a tremendous surge in price (11.6 percent) in this quarter 
alone. It will be importa nt to follow subsequent data releases from the 
National Association of Realtors to determine if this estimate is revised 

or if growth is sustained.  
 

The United States Department of Housing and Urban Development 
publishes estimates of the fair market rent f or rental units in most U.S. 
counties. The following chart illustrates that one and two bedroom 

units are slightly more expensive in Jefferson County, Alabama than in 
the core counties of the Louisville and Oklahoma City metropolitan 

areas, but are more af fordable than similar units in the Nashville 
region. Three bedroom units in Jefferson County are relatively 
affordable in Jefferson County, the core county of the Birmingham 

metropolitan area, as compared to the core counties of all comparison 
areas.  
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Moodyôs Economy.com has developed a Housing Affordability Index 
which measures the degree to which a family earning the median 

family income can afford the mortgage payment on the median -priced, 
existing, single - family home in an area.  An index value of 10 0 implies 

that a family earning the median income has exactly enough income to 
qualify for a mortgage on a median -priced home.  An index above 100 
indicates that a family earning the median income has more than 

enough income to qualify for a mortgage on th e areaôs median-priced 
home.  For example an index value of 120 indicates that a family 

earning the median income has 120 percent of the income necessary 
to qualify for a mortgage on the median -priced home. [1]   
 

The accompanying table 
illustrates changes in the 

affordability of housing 
since the onset of the 

current recession in the 
fourth quarter of 2007. As 
of the second quarter of 

                       
 The index assumes a 30 - year maturity and a down payment of 20 percent.  
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2009, the median -priced single - family home in the Birmingham region 
was more affordable to a family earning the median incom e in all 

comparison areas except the Nashville market. Specifically, a family 
earning the median income in the Birmingham metropolitan area 

possessed 175.7 percent of the income necessary to qualify for a 
mortgage on the median -priced home. During the rece ssion, the 
affordability index rose across the nation and in all comparison areas. 

This occurred for a very simple reason: median home prices 
depreciated much faster than median incomes. However, median 

home prices in the Birmingham region declined less du ring the 
recession than they did nationwide. As a result, affordability increased 
at a slower pace in the Birmingham region than it did nationwide.  

Health Care  

Accessibility to quality health care services is one of the most 
important factors affecting a c ommunityôs overall quality of life and 

competitiveness.  Five useful measures that give indications of the 
comprehensiveness of health care services available in a community 

are physicians per capita, hospital beds per capita, teaching hospitals, 
cost per doctors visit, and the percent of uninsured residents.  
 

The Birmingham region has a very strong health care history and solid 
health care capacity.  The UAB Health System has extensive 

operations throughout the region.  In addition to UAB, health facilitie s 
in the region include St. Vincentôs Hospital, Children Health System, 
Cooper Green Mercy Hospital, Trinity Medical Center, Brookwood 

Medical Center, Physicians Medical Center Carraway, Birmingham 
Baptist Hospital, Birmingham VA Medical Center, Chilton Me dical 

Center, Healthsouth Medical Center, Medical Center Blount, and St. 
Clair Regional Hospital.   
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Health Care Capacity, Selected Indicators  

 
Source: Cities Ranked and Rated 2 nd  Edition  

 

The region boasts more hospital beds per capita than the compariso n 
regions and the nation in 2005, the latest year in which this year is 

available. The Birmingham region has more than twice as many 
physicians per capita as the national average and more than three 
times the statewide average. The region had fewer physici ans per 

100,000 residents than Nashville in 2008; however, it exceeded 
Louisville, Oklahoma City, the state, and nation.  The Nashville region 

has a large hospital capacity, supported by the Vanderbilt School of 
Medicine. The relatively high 
number of phys icians per 

capita in the Birmingham 
region is due in part to the 

University of Alabama at 
Birmingham (UAB), which 

possesses Alabama largest 
medical school.  It is 
estimated that over one - third 

of the family physicians 
practicing in the region were 

trained at UAB and have since 
stayed within the community.  
Students and staff at the 

UABôs outpatient clinic see 
over 300,000 patients per 

year and the hospital handles 
over 50,000 emergency room visits.  
 

Costs per doctorsô visit, as compiled by C2ER, were higher in the 
Birmingham region than in the Louisville metropolitan area but were 

lower than in the Nashville and Oklahoma City markets. This is 
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indicative that health care costs are not particularly prohibitive to 
residents of the region. This information is c onsistent with information 

from the C2ER cost of living index for health care which showed that 
the regionôs overall health care cost index was lower than the national 

average.  
 
Furthermore, the Birmingham region had a lower percentage of 

residents who wer e without health insurance in 2008 than the 
Nashville region, the state, and the nation.  This is solid evidence that 

the regionôs residents and health systems are not overly burdened by 
an uninsured population, as compared to the level of burden 
experienc ed nationwide.  

 
The quality and availability of health care in the region was frequently 

cited by community input participants as an attractive feature of the 
community.  

Public Safety  

Due to its many municipal and county governments, the Birmingham 
region  has a significant number of public safety agencies.  Protecting 
the public is a challenge for numerous communities even in strong 

economic periods but that is exacerbated more so during times of 
economic distress.  Police, sheriff, and fire rescue departm ents are 

critical to maintaining the well being of the region as well as the 
quality of life within individual communities.   
 

There are 66 protective service agencies (police departments, county 
sheriffs, and constables) and 50 fire and rescue agencies op erating 

within the Birmingham region.  These agencies are often 
geographically restricted to provide services in other districts despite 
proximity and some communities within the region have localized 911 

services.  There are significant opportunities to l everage the public 
safety resources in the region to more effectively and efficiently serve 

the public and provide high quality service.  
 
Multiple residents felt that cooperation and collaboration between 

public safety agencies was an appropriate starting  point for building 
some momentum towards regionalism. Community input participants 

noted that 911 services and fire and rescue services would be 
reasonable places to identify inefficiencies from fragmentation and 
work towards more coordinated, regional ap proaches.  
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Bibb County Saint Clair County

Bibb County Sheriff's Office Saint Clair County Sheriff's Office

Brent Police Department Ashville Police Department

Centereville Police Department Branchville Police Department

West Blocton Police Department Margaret Police Department

Blount County Moody Police Department

Blount County Sheriff's Office Odenville Police Department

Blountsville Police Department Pell City Police Department

Oneonta Police Department Ragland Police Department

Snead Police Department Riverside Police Department

Chilton County Springville Police Department

Chilton County Sheriff's Office

Clanton Police Department Shelby County

Jemison Police Department Shelby County Sheriff's Office

Maplesville Police Department Alabaster Police Department

Thorsby Police Department Calera Police Department

Jefferson County Columbiana Police Department

Jefferson County Sheriff's Office Harpersville Police Department

Adamsville Police Department Helena Police Department

Bessemer Police Department Montevallo Police Department

Birmingham Police Department Pelham Police Department

BNSF Railway Police Department Vincent Police Department

Fairfield Police Department Wilsonville Police Department

Fultondale Police Department

Gardendael Police Department

Graysville Police Department Walker County

Homewood Police Department Walker County Sheriff's Office

Hoover Police Department Bevill State Police Department

Hueytown Police Department Bevill Comm Coll Police Department

Irondale Police Department Carbon Hill Police Department

Jefferson County Constable District 47 Cordova Police Department

Jefferson County Constable District 48 Dora Police Department

Kimberly Police Department Jasper Police Department

Leeds Police Department Oakman Police Department

Midfield Police Department Parrish Police Department

Morris Police Department Sipsey Police Department

Mountain Brook Police Department Sumiton Police Department

Tarrant Police Department Walker County Constable

Trussville Police Department

UAB Police Department TOTAL: 66 Law Enforcement Agencies

Vestavia Hills Police Department

Warrior Police Department

Birmingham-Hoover MSA Police Departments, 2009

 
Source: USACOPS.com  
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Bibb County Saint Clair County

Brent Fire Department Ashville Fire Department

West Blocton Fire Department Margaret Fire Department

Blount County Moody Fire Department

Brooksville Fire Department Odenville Fire Department

Oneonta Fire Department Pell City Fire Department

Snead Fire Department Springville Fire Department

Summit Fire Department Shelby County

Chilton County Alabaster Fire Department

Clanton Fire Department Calera Fire Department

Jemison Fire Department Columbiana Fire Department

Thorsby Fire Department Harpersville Fire Department

Jefferson County Helena Fire Department

Bessemer Fire Department Montevallo Fire Department

Birmingham Fire Department Pelham Fire Department

Fairfield Fire Department Vincent Fire Department

Fultondale Fire Department Wilsonville Fire Department

Gardendale Fire Department

Graysville Fire Department Walker County

Homewood Fire Department Boldo Fire Department

Hoover Fire Department Carbon Hill Fire Department

Hueytown Fire Department Cordova Fire Department

Irondale Fire Department Dora Fire Department

Kimberly Fire Department Jasper Fire Department

Leeds Fire Department Oakman Fire Department

Midfield Fire Department Sumiton Fire Department

Morris Fire Department

Mountain Brook Fire Department

Tarrant Fire Department TOTAL:  50 Fire & Rescue Agencies

Trussville Fire Department

Vestivia Hills Fire Department

Warrior Fire Department

Birmingham-Hoover MSA Fire & Rescue Departments, 2009

 
Source: USACOPS.com  

CRIME RATES  

Public safety is one of the most important factors contributing to the 

attractiveness of a community for existing and potential future 
residents.  In certain urban areas, crime is particu larly localized to 



 

 

BLUEPRINT BIRMINGHAM:  
Competitive Realities  
September 2010  

 
  102 

specific neighborhoods but perceptions of crime often affect an entire 
region. The U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics reports both property and 

violent crime at the community, state, and national level.  
 

As of 2008, the Birmingham region (which includes Bibb, Blount, 
Chilton, Jefferson, Shelby, St. Clair, and Walker Counties and reporting 
municipalities) had fewer violent crimes per capita than the Nashville 

metropolitan area but a higher rate of violent crime than the Louisville 
and Oklah oma City metropolitan areas. The region had the highest 

rate of murder and non -negligent manslaughter and the highest rate 
of robbery among the comparison areas.  

Violent Crime Rates per 100,000 residents (2008)  

 
Source: U.S. Department of Justice; FBI Cri me Statistics  

 
The Birmingham metropolitan area also possessed the highest 

property crime rate among all comparison areas in 2008, driven by 
high rates of burglary and larceny - theft.  

Property Crime Rates per 100,000 residents (2008)  

 
Source: U.S. Departme nt of Justice; FBI Crime Statistics  

 
Between 2003 and 2008, violent crime in City of Birmingham 
decreased by almost 100 incidents, while violent crime across the 

region increased by nearly 700 incidents. Property crime in the City of 
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 άEnvironmental 
quality is a 

business issue; BBA 
needs to educate 

Metro Birmingham 
why that is (the 
ŎŀǎŜύΦέ 

Birmingham increased b y about 500 incidents, while property crime 
across the entire region increased by more than 7,000 incidents.   

 
There was a perception among residents that crime was heavily 

localized, but there was recognition that even localized crime affected 
communitie s throughout the entire region. Some college students felt 
unsafe walking at night, particularly in downtown. Other residents 

noted that other problems have seemed to bury concerns about crime 
in recent years and felt that, absent more widely publicized ch allenges 

with local government leadership, crime would be at the forefront of 
many regional discussions.  

Environment  

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) releases information 
on the number of facilities in a given region producing or releasing 
po llutants that affect air and water quality. Data collected by regional 

planning organizations and the Alabama Department of Environmental 
Management (ADEM) are used to make determinations regarding the 

impact of environmental issues on public health in the  region.  

A IR QUALITY  

The Clean Air Act requires the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
to set National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) for pollutants 

considered harmful to public health and the environment.  Compliance 
with the NAAQS for ground - level ozone is based on the annual number 

of days the ozone level exceeds standards, or average 

over a three -year period.  A violation of these 
standards occurs when the average number of 

ozone readings exceeding the standard over a 
three -year period at an y one monitor is greater 
than one.  In other words, four days exceeding 

the standard at one ozone monitoring station 
over a three -year period will constitute a 

violation of the NAAQS and will result in the 
entire area being designated non -attainment for 

ozone.  

 
Non -attainment areas are the regions identified by the Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA) as exceeding nationwide ozone standards. 
Jefferson and Shelby counties and a small portion of Walker County 
are currently non -attainment areas.   
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Despite be ing a non -attainment zone, the Birmingham region has 
fewer facilities per capita that produce and release air pollutants (45.3 

compared to 67.4 in Oklahoma City, 52.2 in Louisville, and 50.9 in 
Nashville).  It has the greatest per capita potential Superfun d sites and 

facilities issued permits to discharge to bodies of water than the 
comparison regions.  Superfund sites are federally -monitored 
abandoned hazardous waste sites. Overall, the Birmingham regionôs 

environmental quality remains less favorable when compared with the 
selected comparison regions.  

Environmental Quality, reported per 100,000 residents 
(2009)  

 
Source: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency  

 
The American Lung Association State of the Air 2009 report ranks 
metropolitan areas levels of ozone and particle pollution during 2005, 

2006 and 2007.  The major sources of air pollution are transportation 
engines, power and heat generation, industrial processes, and the 

burning of solid waste. For particle pollution, rankings are based 
separately on the  areas with high year - round (annual average) levels 
and high short - term levels (24 -hour) found in monitoring sites across 

the United States.  The American Lung Association analyzes the data 
from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to develop the  

rankings. Each geographic area analyzed includes all the counties that 
form the economic and transportation network that makes up the 
metropolitan area, as defined by the federal government.  

 
The American Lung Association State of the Air 2009 report rank ed 

Birmingham as the 20 th  most polluted U.S. city for ozone and the 5 th  
most polluted U.S. city for year - round and short - term particle 

pollution.  Louisville was the only other comparison area ranked in the 
top 25 in the 2009 report.  Louisville was the 11 th  most polluted city 
for year - round particle pollution.  
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W ATER QUALITY  

As indicated in the previous chart, the Birmingham region has the 
greatest number of permits (174.6) of the comparison regions to 

release discharges into bodies of water.  There are two  sorts of 
sources for water pollution, point and nonpoint sources.  Point sources 
discharge pollutants at specific locations through pipelines or sewers 

into the surface water.  Examples of point sources are: factories, 
sewage treatment plants, underground  mines, and agriculture.  

Companies need to apply for permits to discharge, although there is 
no clear record on how many companies that should do so have done 
so.  Nonpoint sources are sources that cannot be traced to a single site 

of discharge.   
 

The wa tersheds in the Birmingham region where many of the 
permitted and non -permitted releases occur are the Cahaba River and 
Black Warrior River watersheds.  Although data from state or federal 

sources on water pollution levels in the regionôs rivers and creeks is 
not available, water quality has been a historic challenge for the 

region.  Historically mining and other heavy industrial processes have 
significantly impact the rivers in the region.  Although the regionôs 
drinking water quality is at a safe level as  determined by ADEM and 

EPA (Jefferson County received a Drinking Water Quality Award in 
2008), there is always a concern regarding the proximity of mining 

and heavy industry to the regions primary sources of drinking water.  
 

The following table displays i nformation covering a variety of water 
quality tests provided by the Environmental Working Group and the 
Alabama Department of Environmental Management.  

Selected Indicators of Water Quality (2004 - 2008)  

 
Source: Environmental Working Group; Alabama Depart ment of Environmental 
Management  
*Tests showing chemicals at concentrations above health guidelines established by 
federal and state agencies.  
**Chemicals detected at concentrations above the legal limit, the Maximum 
Contaminant Level, established by the E nvironmental Protection Agency.  
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***The total number of contaminants detected between 2004 and 2008.  
****The total number of water quality tests conducted by water utilities.  

 

Of the 13 total contaminants detected in the Birmingham system, two 
were agricult ural pollutants caused by pesticides, fertilizer, and factory 

farms; three were sprawl and urban pollutants causes by road runoff, 
lawn pesticides, and human waste; eight were industrial pollutants; 
and five were water treatment and distribution byproducts  caused by 

treatment chemicals and byproducts. Certain contaminants fall into 
multiple categories.  
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Infrastructure  

The ability to develop land in a timely and cost -effective way is vital to 
enabling growth within a community.  However, facilitating unplann ed 

or haphazard growth can result in an undesirable community that lacks 
cohesion, character, and an attractive appearance.  From a business 

perspective, a certain level of planning is necessary because it must be 
easy for workers to commute and access air ports for travel and for 
businesses to easily move freight.  This section explores the 

competitiveness of the Birmingham regionôs infrastructure, including 
highways and roads, and air and rail capacity.  

H IGHWAYS AND ROADS  

The Birmingham region is advantag eously located in the midst of the 

Southeastôs largest and most prominent metropolitan areas: Atlanta, 
Nashville, and Memphis, and San Antonio. The presence of I -20, I -65 

and 1 -59 provides excellent north -south and east -west connectivity for 
the region. In terstate 20 spans the Southeast United States. Interstate 

65 runs north -south and connects to Chicago and other major 
interstates. Interstate 69 connects Birmingham to the New Orleans 
metropolitan area. Overall, the Birmingham regionôs interstate 

highway a ccess is an advantage for efficient business activity.  

Interstate Connectivity  
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Source: Mapquest.com  

 

There are several Alabama Department of Transportation - funded 
projects planned or in progress in the Birmingham region.  Three 
potential projects, the ex tension of I -459 to connect I -59 with I -20 on 

the northwest side of the region, the current construction of I -22 to I -
65, and a proposed elevated toll road on U.S. 280 from Homewood to 

downtown Birmingham will require new funding for construction.   
 

The Birmingham region has 43 

approved projects under the 
American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act (ARRA) that will 
bring $128 million in 
transportation funding to the 

region.  Projects include street 
enhancements in Walker County, 

interstate lane widening in St.  
Clair County, buses for 
Birminghamôs public transit 

system, numerous road 
resurfacings, and other 

transportation enhancement 
projects.   
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RAIL TRANSPORTATION  

Rail transportation continues to play a strong role in the nationôs 
logistics and distribution s ector, and access to rail spurs is important 

for many industrial businesses. CSX, Norfolk Southern, and BNSF 
provide the Birmingham region with freight service.  The following 
maps illustrates that the region has strong rail access to the entire 

U.S. that connects the Atlantic coast to the Pacific coast. Of the 
comparison communities, Nashville and Louisville are served by two 

rail operators (CSX and Norfolk Southern) and have intermodal 
facilities while Oklahoma City is served by BNSF and Union Pacific. Al l 
of the regions have intermodal facilities.  

Major Rail Operator System Maps, 2009  

Norfolk Southern System Map  

 

 



 

 

BLUEPRINT BIRMINGHAM:  
Competitive Realities  
September 2010  

 
  110 

 
Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railroad System Map  
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Source: BNSF, CSX, NS  

A IR TRANSPORTATION  

Air transportation is important for both p assenger and cargo 
transportation.  Birmingham -Shuttlesworth International Airport is 

Alabama's largest airport and serves the Birmingham region and 
surrounding Southeastern cities. The airport is located within four 

miles of downtown Birmingham, has two r unways, 337 daily aircraft 
operations, and 24 non -stop destinations. Denver, Las Vegas, and 
Phoenix are the only non -stop destinations west of Texas. Other major 

markets served by non -stop flights include Atlanta, Chicago, Dallas, 
Houston, New York, and Ph iladelphia. The airport has fewer daily 

aircraft operations than each of the comparison airports, but has a 
greater number of non -stop flights than the Louisville and Oklahoma 
City airports. The presence of Southwest Airlines has led some 

travelers to view  Birmingham -Shuttlesworth as a lower cost alternative 
to nearby Hartsfield -Jackson in Atlanta.  

 
In terms of passenger traffic, Birmingham -Shuttlesworth International 
Airport has the lowest number of arrivals and departures of the 

comparison airports. Only Will Rogers World Airport in Oklahoma City 
experienced a larger decline in passenger traffic between this past 

year and the previous year. Birmingham -Shuttlesworth ranked 71 st  in 
the nation in terms of passenger air traffic as measured by scheduled 
departu res.  

Passenger Air Traffic, Scheduled Departures  

 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Transportation Statistics  

 

Birmingham -Shuttlesworth also handles a smaller load of cargo each 
year than airports in any of the comparison regions. Louisville 

International Airport is  home to the global hub of United Parcel Service 
(UPS), making the airport the second -busiest in the country behind 
Memphis (home of FedExôs global hub). This is clearly a tremendous 

asset for the Louisville region; an advantage that canôt be understated 
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for its impact on logistics and business development opportunity. 
Almost 100 other airports in the country handle more cargo than 

Birmingham -Shuttlesworth, and the airport experienced a tremendous 
decline in cargo traffic over the course of the last year.  

Air Freight Capacity, Cargo Shipped in Millions of Pounds  

 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Transportation Statistics  

 
Welcome additions to the Birmingham -Shuttlesworth International 

Airport include a planned renovation of its terminal in 2011 at an 
estimated cost o f $193 million. Contracts have been awarded to two 

construction firms but funding options are still being explored. An 
airport master plan calls for $351 million in improvements by 2014, 
which includes adding an additional runway to increase passenger and 

freight capacity.  

Additional Airport Capacity Indicators (2009)  

 
Source: airnav.com  

 
Most community input participants expressed some level of 
dissatisfaction with the air service to and from the Birmingham region. 

Most were concerned with limited direct  connectivity, while others felt 
that the proximity to Hartsfield -Jackson International Airport in Atlanta 
helped to compensate for some of the connectivity issues at 

Birmingham -Shuttlesworth. Other residents expressed concerns about 
the appearance of the airport and the negative impact it has on 

visitors.




























































































































































