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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/county.htm) and

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

http://www.nwmcog.ore/N WData.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 1 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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