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Introduction

Both in terms of demographics and economic base, Michigan has several fairly distinct

regions. Benzie County is part of what is referred to as Northwest Lower Michigan. This

region is composed of ten counties: Antrim, Benzie, Charlevoix, Emmet, Grand Traverse,

Kalkaska, Leelanau, Manistee, Missaukee, and Wexford. Benzie is the smallest in terms

of square miles (State of Michigan, http://mich.info/michigan/counties/countv.htm) and

the third smallest in population (Northwest Michigan Council of Governments,

http://www.nwmcog.org/NWData.html).

This report provides a description of the current demographic and economic structure of

Benzie County and a picture of how the County population and economic base has

changed. Several trends are emerging in Benzie County. While Benzie County's

population is growing rapidly, that growth is bifurcated. There are two distinct underlying

dynamics behind population growth in Benzie County: one is the in-migration of retirees,

primarily in the western parts of the County; the other is the in-migration of younger

families in the eastern parts of the County, which are serving as bedroom communities

for Traverse City. There is and continues to be a wide disparity in income and education

within the County, raising questions about the County's future to attract and sustain a

prosperous economic base. While there is some evidence that that disparity is narrowing,

it does seem to be persistent. One reason to expect to see this persist is that while the

population is growing, important parts of the underlying economy are not growing. The

educational and occupational distribution within the County also raise questions about the

County's ability to attract new economic activity.
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The following section examines population growth in the county, including its

composition, age structure, household composition, and location within the county. The

next section examines education and income with a focus on the wide disparity in both of

these across the County. This is followed by a description of the economic structure at the

County level and how it has changed over time. The next section examines the Benzie

County labor force and compares it to Michigan as a whole and the nation. The final

section is a brief discussion of Benzie County housing.

Population Growth in Benzie County

It is widely recognized that Benzie County has been one of the fastest growing counties

in Michigan. Panels A and B in Table I shows the population and percentage change in

population for the ten Northwest Michigan Counties from 1890 through 2006. Starting in

the late 1800s, Benzie County followed the same trends as the other Northwest Michigan

Counties for nearly 100 years, but began to grow more rapidly than its neighbors starting

in the early 1990s. Figure 1 shows the relative growth rates in the ten counties for 1990s

and each year since 2000: while the greatest growth spurt was between 1990 and 2000,

the Benzie County growth trajectory is also steeper than that of the other counties

between 2000 and 2006.

The rate of population growth has not been uniform within Benzie County. There are two

distinct trends in the location of population growth. The first trend is the concentration of

population growth in the eastern townships. Table 2 shows the population for the Minor
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Civil Divisions (MCDs), which includes the townships, villages, and City of Frankfort,

for 1960 through 2005. Panel A of Table 2 shows population count and panel B shows

share. Figure 2 is a graphic representation of the infonnation in Table 2B. The tables and

figure show clearly that most of the population growth is taking place in the eastern

townships, in particular Almira and Inland: Almira's share of the county population

nearly quadrupled and Inland Township's share more than doubled between 1960 and

2005. Of the other townships, most retained a fairly stable population share with the

exception of Benzonia and Gilmore townships, both of which lost significant population

share.

The second trend is the population move out of the villages and City of Frankfort. One of

the central features of the 1995 Master Plan was that open spaces be preserved and that

the pattern of sprawl development be minimized. The actual trend is in the opposite

direction. The bottom row of Table 2A shows the share of county population living in

one of the five villages or City of Frankfort. That share has declined markedly over the

1960-2005 period, from nearly half the county population in 1960 to just over one-fifth in

2005. In fact, only Lake Ann and Thompsonville experienced noticeable growth in

absolute numbers, and Beulah, Elberta, and Frankfort actually lost population.

The Structure of Population Growth

With one exception, it is apparent that the Northwest Michigan Counties have defied the

state-wide trend toward out-migration; in fact, most of these counties, including Benzie,

are relying on in-migration as the primary source for increased population. Table 3 shows
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the composition of population growth between 2000 and 2006 for the ten Northwest

Michigan Comities. Benzie County is comparable to the other counties in that births and

deaths nearly cancel one another out - there were only160 more births than deaths over

this six year period. In-migration has been far more important than natural increase as a

source of population growth in Benzie for at least 30 years: in-migration accounted for

92% of population in the 1970s, 62% in the 1980s, and 94% in the 1990s (Northwest

Council of Governments, Profile2000 Benzie).

Figure 3 and the four panels of Figure 4 show the age composition of the ten Northwest

Michigan counties at the start of the decades from 1970 through 2000 plus the Census

projection for 2010. Taken together, the information from these panels show what can be

termed "the aging of Benzie County", suggesting that a significant component ofrecent

in-migration is retirees.

As seen in Figure 3, of the ten Northwest Michigan Counties, Benzie had the fourth

highest median age in 2000, 40.8 years. However, Bureau of Census projections show the

median age in the county will be 50 by 2010, the highest of the ten counties. This change

is due to several factors. First, the share of the population under the age of 20 has

dropped from 37% in 1970 to 26% in 2000 and is projected to drop to 21 % by 2010, the

lowest of the ten Northwest Michigan counties, as shown in the Figure 4A. The second

factor is the significant growth in the population share of those aged 65 and over: that

share rose from 14% in 1970 to 17% by 2002, and is projected to go to 27% by 2010, as

shown in Figure 4D.

Socioeconomic Report, Benzie County, page 4



The decline in population share of what can be thought of as "family starters", those

between ages 20 and 34, is shown in Figure 4B. The percentage of the Benzie County

population in that age category peaked in 1980 at 21.5% but dropped to 15.6% by the

year 2000 and is projected to be at 13.6% by 2010, the lowest share of the ten counties

with the exception of Leelanau County. In addition, as is shown in Figure 4C, the share

of those in the prime labor force age, 25 to 55, while going from 37% in 1970 to 47% in

2000, is projected to drop to 40% in 2010, the lowest share in the ten counties.

Age data for 2006 is not currently available. However if the age composition of the 2010

Census projections are applied to the 2006 population estimates, Benzie county has lost

population in all age groups below 44 except those between age 20 to 24 and gained

population in all age groups over 44 (author's calculation).

There is considerable variation in age across MDCs within Benzie County. Figure 5

shows the median age in 2000 for all the townships, villages, and Frankfort, ranked from

oldest to youngest. The median age of 61.3 for the oldest township, Lake Township, is

nearly twice that for the youngest, Inland Township with a median age of 34.9. Figure 6

shows the age composition of the population change between 1990 and 2000 for each of

the MCDs. Age categories where the MDC experienced growth are above the 0% line,

and those where there was a loss are below that line.

Given the extent to which population growth in Benzie County is mostly due to in­

migration, Figure 6 suggests that there are two types of growth in the county: retiree in-
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migration in areas close to water and other sources of recreation (Gilmore Township and

Elberta are exceptions to this), and in-migration of those commuting to Grand Traverse

County for work. Three eastern townships, Amira, Homestead, and Inland Townships

gained population in every age category but growth was more concentrated in the

younger age groups: less than 20% of the population growth in these three townships was

from those aged 55 and over. Although Colfax did not gain in every category, the growth

that did occur was concentrated in the younger age categories, suggesting that Colfax is

also a bedroom community for Grand Traverse and possibly Manistee counties. For the

most part, the villages and Frankfort experienced losses in their younger population with

the noticeable exception of Benzonia village, which had the greatest growth in school age

and younger population in the county. Figure 6 suggests that the Lake and Crystal Lake

Townships and the City of Frankfort were retiree destinations: just under half of Crystal

Lake and two-thirds of Lake Township population growth was in the 65 and older

category; and although Frankfort lost population overall, the over-65 population did grow

substantially.

This growth pattern is reflected in the school enrollment data, also. Figures 7a and 7b

show school enrollment for elementary, middle, and high schools for Benzie Central and

Frankfort-Elberta Schools between 1979 and 2006. While there is some variability, in

general, enrollment in the Frankfort-Elberta School system is trending downward over

this period despite an upward bump from the early 1990s into the early 2000s in

elementary school enrollment that is now working its way through the higher grades.

Enrollment in the Benzie Central schools was declining early in this period, but began to
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