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INTRODUCTION  
 

A comprehensive economic development strategy (CEDS) is designed 

to bring together the public and private sectors in the creation of an 

economic roadmap to diversify and strengthen a regional economy. The 

East Alabama CEDS provides an analysis of the regional economy and 

serves as a guide for establishing regional goals and objectives, 

developing and implementing a regional plan of action, and identifying 

investment priorities and funding sources.  

 

 

The East Alabama Regional Planning and Development Commission (EARPDC) serves as 

the Economic Development District (EDD) for a ten-county region encompassing the following 

counties: Calhoun, Chambers, Cherokee, Clay, Cleburne, Coosa, Etowah, Randolph, Talladega, 

and Tallapoosa. The Comprehensive Economic 

Development Strategy (CEDS) is a regional 

planning and implementation process designed to 

create jobs, foster more stable and diversified 

economies, improve living conditions, and 

provide a mechanism for guiding and 

coordinating the efforts of people and 

organizations involved in economic development. 

Through the planning process, a CEDS document 

is developed which: 

¶ outlines the regionôs assets, challenges, 

needs, and opportunities;  

¶ identifies the goals and objectives of the 

development program;  

¶ presents the strategies and action plans 

devised to achieve those goals; and  

¶ outlines criteria for evaluating the 

program's achievements.  

The program is intended to provide greater 

economic and social stability for the region and 

its people and to assist existing and guide new 

economic development activities in the region.  

This document is being prepared to bring the 

Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy 

for the East Alabama Region into compliance with the requirements of the Economic 

Development Administration Regulatory Revision Final Rule, which went into effect on January 

20, 2015. It will be comprehensively updated once every five years. Annual reports will be 

prepared in the interim years to summarize and assess any significant changes that may affect 

development within the region. 
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Public Participation  

The 2017 CEDS incorporates information gathered for the CLEAR Plan 2030: Community 

Livability for the East Alabama Regionða citizen-based, grassroots planning effort designed to 

enhance the quality of life for residents in the region and provide a course to economic 

resiliency, housing affordability and land reuse and preservation. The project was funded by a 

Sustainable Communities Regional Planning Grant from the U.S. Department of Housing and 

Urban Development.  

The CLEAR Plan 2030 was the culmination of a three-year planning process conducted by 

the East Alabama Partnership for Livability, a thirteen-member consortium of public and private 

entities and non-profit organizationsðincluding the EARPDCðthat provide services to multiple 

jurisdictions in east central Alabama. The Consortium hired Partners for Livable Communities 

and The Walker Collaborativeðwhich partnered with Randall Gross / Development Economics, 

Skipper Consulting, Inc., and Epiphany Collaboration, LLCðto assist with the project.  

Each Consortium member co-chaired one of six Livability Resource Teams (LRTs), 

comprised of regional stakeholders (including local elected officials and residents) and experts in 

one of six key aspects of livability: Community Engagement, Economic Competitiveness, 

Transportation, Housing, Education, and Health. Each LRT created individual studies pertaining 

to its area of expertise. Each study included an examination of existing conditions, identification 

of needs, and establishment of goals, objectives, and performance measures. 

The planning process also included an extensive community outreach campaign consisting of 

a regionwide survey, two ñCounty Conversationsò in each county, sessions at senior centers and 

housing authorities, ñmini-conversationsò, distribution of printed materials, use of local 

broadcast stations and newspapers, and the CLEAR Plan 2030 website and Facebook and Google 

Plus pages. Participants in these activities received information about livability and provided 

feedback about livability practices and needs in their communities. Partners in community 

outreach included Chambers of Commerce, educational institutions (including Alabama Institute 

for Deaf and Blind), civic clubs, human service providers, and local governments. Ultimately, at 

least 5,400 people throughout the region contributed to the CLEAR Plan 2030. 

  

The CLEAR Plan 2030 planning process involved two years of intensive public engagement. 



 
3 

118,572

34,215
25,989

13,93214,97211,539

104,430

22,913

82,291

41,616

-

20,000

40,000

60,000

80,000

100,000

120,000

C
al
houn

C
ham

be
rs

C
her

oke
e

C
la
y

C
le
burn

e

C
oos

a

Eto
w
ah

R
an

dol
ph

Tal
la
deg

a

Tal
la
poos

a

Population by County, 2010

 

PART I  

BACKGROUND  
 

The East Alabama Regional Planning and Development Commission 

serves a ten-county area in east-central Alabama, bordering the Alabama-

Georgia state line. The region lies between the expanding Birmingham and 

Atlanta metropolitan areas and also is convenient to the Montgomery, 

Chattanooga, Tennessee and Columbus, Georgia metropolitan areas. Some of 

the regionôs ten counties and 59 municipalities have shared in the neighboring 

regionsô successes or leveraged their own natural, human, and/or man-made 

resources to generate their own success; others have not been as fortunate. 

The following chapters present an overview of East Alabamaôs people, 

economy, and resources.  

 

 

Population 
 

People are the most important part of the economic engine. People need goods and services, 

people need to make and provide the goods and services, and people need jobs to earn an income 

to buy the goods and services. The following sections describe general characteristics of the 

people living in the East Alabama region.  

 

Population Trends  

As of the 2010 Census, 470,469 people lived in the East Alabama region, a 2% increase from 

2000. Meanwhile, Alabama grew by 7.5% and the U.S. by 9.7%. Nearly two-thirds of the 

regionôs population is concentrated in only three counties: Calhoun, Etowah, and Talladega. 

Calhoun and Etowah Counties are the regionôs two metropolitan statistical areas, with Anniston 

and Gadsden as their core 

cities. 

The regionôs three 

most populous counties 

were not necessarily the 

fastest-growing counties, 

however. Instead, two of 

the more rural counties, 

Cherokee and Cleburne, 

had the highest growth 

rates, followed by 

Calhoun County. The 

population in Etowah, 

Randolph, Talladega and 

Tallapoosa Counties rose 

slightly, while Chambers, 

Clay and Coosa Counties 
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lost population. 

Cherokee, Cleburne, and 

Randolph Counties offer 

people working in metro 

areas (including Atlanta) 

scenic country and small-

town living. Calhoun, 

Etowah, and Talladega 

Counties are employment 

centers traversed by 

Interstates. Chambers, Clay, 

Coosa and Tallapoosa 

Counties were significantly 

impacted by textile plant 

closings, although 

automotive plant suppliers 

have helped Tallapoosa 

County recover. 

Long-range data show fluctuating population with a generally upward trend in nine of the 

regionôs counties. Fifty-year growth rates ranged from 7.6% in Coosa County to 59.4% in 

Cherokee County. Only Chambers County had a net population decrease, at 9.6%. Regionally, 

the greatest population gain occurred between 1970 and 1980, when all ten counties enjoyed 

growth. This decade was the only time since 1960 that regional growth, at 12.5%, was 

comparable to that of the state, at 13.1%, and the nation, at 11.4%. Over the 50-year period, East 

Alabamaôs growth rate was 17.3%, much lower than the stateôs 46.3% or the nationôs 72.2% 

growth rates. 
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Municipality Size, 2010
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Municipality size in the East Alabama region 

reflects the areaôs rural nature. Of the 59 municipalities, 

almost half were towns of less than 1,000 people in 

2010. Just over one-fourth had populations between 

1,000 and 5,000, and only seven cities had more than 

10,000 residents. The largest city in the region, 

Gadsden, dropped to less than 40,000 people in the 2000 

Census and continued to lose population through 2010. 

Anniston, the second largest city, has been losing 

residents since 1960. Therefore, although half of the 

regionôs ten countiesðCalhoun, Chambers, Etowah, 

Talladega, and Tallapoosaðhave more people living in 

incorporated cities and towns than in the unincorporated 

areas, rural and small town life prevails. 

 ñCity lifeò did gain popularity in six counties (Calhoun, Cherokee, Clay, Cleburne, Coosa, 

and Talladega) between 2000 and 2010, however. Of the region's 59 municipalities, 35 gained 

population, and eight grew by 

over 20%. Three towns 

incorporated during that decade: 

Cusseta in Chambers County, 

with a population of 123; 

Kellyton in Coosa County, with 

a population of 217; and 

Munford in Talladega County, 

with a population of 1,292. 

Fredonia, in Chambers County, 

incorporated after the 2010 

Census.  

Although Chambers 

County suffered 

widespread population loss, 

the rate of decline was 

higher in the rural areas 

than in cities and towns. Of 

the 23 municipalities that 

lost population, seven 

suffered losses of more 

than 10%.  Two towns 

merged with adjoining 

cities between 2000 and 

2010. Blue Mountain, in 

Calhoun County, 

abandoned its charter and was annexed into Anniston; and Mountainboro, in Etowah County, de-

incorporated and was annexed into Boaz. 

 

Major Municipal Population Shifts, 2000 - 2010 

Municipal Population Growth Municipal Population Loss 
Jacksonville 49.3% Ridgeville -29.1% 
Goldville 48.6% Waverly -21.2% 
Oxford 46.9% Camp Hill -20.3% 
Lincoln 36.9% Daviston -19.9% 
Talladega Springs 33.9% Lanett -18.1% 
Leesburg 28.5% Hobson City -12.2% 
Cedar Bluff 24.1% Ranburne -10.9% 
Bon Air 20.8% Goodwater -9.7% 
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Calhoun and Etowah Counties have the highest percentage of urban population in the East 

Alabama region, at 69.0% and 60.2% respectively. These counties are followed by Chambers 

County, at 50.2%, and Talladega County, at 44.5%. At the other end of the spectrum, Cherokee, 

Clay and Cleburne Counties had no urban area whatsoever. In Coosa County, only 2.6% of the 

population lived in an urban area, and in Randolph County, 21.8% was considered to be urban. 

Although the East Alabama region continues to enjoy population growth, the growth rate has 

been considerably lower than that of the state or the nation. As stated previously, the East 

Alabama region had a 2.0% increase in population between 2000 and 2010 and a 17.3% 

population increase between 1960 and 2010. Comparatively, the population of the State of 

Alabama increased by 7.5% in the last ten years and 46.3% since 1960. The United States 

experienced a 9.7% increase in population between 2000 and 2010 and a 72.2% increase 

between 1960 and 2010. 

In terms of physical size, the East Alabama region encompasses 11.8% of the land in the 

state. The proportion of the state's population residing within the East Alabama region continues 

to slowly decrease. In 1980, East Alabama was home to 12% of the stateôs residents. That 

number has slipped to 10.4% in 2000, and 9.8% in 2010. It was expected that the steady 

expansion of the Atlanta and Birmingham area commuter sheds, and the retirees who have been 

attracted to the regionôs rural character and natural amenities, would be reflected in the regional 

perspective with the 2010 Census. Unfortunately, that is not the case. It does appear, however, 

that the influx of commuting residents and retirees has assisted in maintaining a somewhat stable 

population base. 

 

Population By Age Group 

The movement of the Baby Boomers (people born from 1946 through 1964) into retirement 

age has been a national dialog for quite some time. Besides the potential impact of this 

generationôs retirement on Social Security, there has been great concern about a shortage of 

employees to fill the void that will be left when these experienced workers retire. The Baby 

Boom was followed by a ñbaby bust,ò a sharp decline in birth rates that lasted through 1976. The 

birth rate did increase between 1976 and 1990 (sometimes called the ñecho boomò), but the jobs 

the Baby Boomers vacate will have to be filled by increasingly youngerïand less experiencedï

workers over time. Much discussion has ensued about means to entice Baby Boomers to remain 

in, or otherwise contribute to, the workforce longer. 

The effects of the boom-bust-echo are evident in the pattern of change in age distribution 

between 1990 and 2010. People born during the first ten years of the Baby Boom moved into the 

45-64 age category during the 1990s, causing a very high rate of increase. Low growth and 

decline in the 25 to 44 and 18 to 24 age categories reflects the decline in births at the end of the 

Baby Boom and during the ñbaby bustò. The negative change in Alabamaôs and the regionôs 

college age population also could indicate an increase in the number of young adults who chose 

to go to college, or get employment, out of state. The ñecho boomò is evident in figures for the 

United States and less so for Alabama. The region appears to have missed out on the ñecho 

boomò. 

East Alabama has been plagued by young adults leaving the region to attend college then 

obtaining jobs outside the region. This tendency exacerbated the effects of the ñbaby bustò and 

essentially negated the ñecho boomò. Unless the exodus of young adults is halted then reversed, 

East Alabama businesses will have more difficulty filling positions vacated by retiring Baby 
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Boomers than will businesses in other parts of Alabama or the nation as a whole. The region has 

been attracting retirees and older workers, however. These people have been attracted to East 

Alabama because of the Stateôs low taxes and the regionôs numerous lakes, Appalachian 

foothills, rural character, and easy access to larger urban areas.  

 

 
 

Population by Race & Hispanic Origin  

Across the East Alabama region, about three-fourths of the population was white and just 

under one-fourth was black or African American as of the 2010 Census. The remaining 

population, at 3.7 percent, was people who are of another race or multi-racial. Between 2000 and 

2010, there was a 1% decrease in the white population and a 3.5% increase in the black 

population. People of races other than white or black nearly doubled in number and as a 

percentage of the total population. The percentage and number of Hispanic people more than 

doubled over the 10-year span, with 2.7% of the population claiming to be of that ethnic origin in 
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the 2010 Census. Hispanic or Latino origin is 

reported separately from race because people who 

are Hispanic or Latino share a common culture but 

may be of any race. At present, the number of 

people who may face language barriers when 

seeking employment is small. While this fact may 

seem to be beneficial for the regionïin that most 

of the present and future workforce should have 

minimal communication problemsïit is a 

detriment to foreign-born people who move into 

the region, as few resources exist to help them 

acclimatize. 

The increase in persons who are of other races 

or multi-racial is due not only to immigration but 

also to the continued efforts in the 2000 and 2010 

Censuses to document and count these persons as 

a separate race sector. Prior to 2000, multi-racial persons were grouped with one-race categories. 

For data management purposes, multi-racial persons (due to their relatively small numbers), 

other small, single race categories, and the ñsome other raceò category were combined into 

ñotherò.  

The three counties with the strongest minority presence are Chambers, Coosa, and Talladega 

Counties. Even in Chambers County, which has the highest minority population, the black 

population only comprises 38.7% of the total population, and all minority races combined make 

up less than half of the population, at 41.2%  

Cleburne and Cherokee Counties have the smallest concentrations of minority population, at 

6.0% and 7.3 percent, respectively. Minority population in the remaining seven counties ranges 

from 18.3% to 33.7%  The Hispanic population is highest in Calhoun and Etowah Counties, each 
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with 3.3%  The smallest concentrations of Hispanic persons are found in Cherokee County, at 

1.2% of the population, and Chambers County, at 1.6%   

Workforce Development and Use 
 

Even if a community has people to fill the jobs economic developers attract, those people 

must have the skills employers need. The following sections discuss educational and training 

opportunities available in East Alabama and examine indicators of present workforce 

preparedness for the ever-changing economy.  

 

Educational Facilities  

Workforce development begins when we are children. In our youth, we learn the skills we 

need to surviveïincluding skills to obtain and retain employment. We learn to read, to write, to 

perform mathematical calculations, and we begin to form ideas about what we want to be when 

we grow up. The East Alabama region has numerous educational facilities that help children and 

young adults prepare for entry into the working world. 

Primary and secondary education is offered through 21 different city and county school 

systems, which collectively have 170 schools. Just over two-thirds of the school children in the 

region are eligible for free or reduced price meals, at 67.6 percent, as compared to 58.8% 

statewide. Only five school systems have fewer than 59% of their students receiving meal 

assistance. And, in no system is there less than 50% of the students eligible for the free or 

reduced meal programs. Meal assistance is an indicator of poverty levels in the school systems, 

and children living in low income households also may need other types of assistance to remain 

in school and be successful in their educational endeavors. The East Alabama region's high 

school graduation rate, at 81 percent, is slightly higher than that of the state, at 80%  Over half 

(57 percent) of the region's school systems have a high school graduation rate that is equal to or 

higher than that of the state. Nine school systems in East Alabama have a graduation rate that is 

lower than the state average. 

According to the Alabama Department of Education school system report cards, the Anniston 

city school system had the lowest graduation rate, at 58 percent, followed by the Lanett city 

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

Average Daily Attendance

Eligible for Free or Reduced Meals

2013 Graduation Rate

Public School Comparison, 2013

East Alabama Region State of Alabama
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school system, at 64 percent, and Attala and Gadsden city schools, at 70%  Other school systems 

with graduation rates below 80% were Coosa County, Randolph County, Chambers County, and 

Sylacauga and Talladega city schools. 

Of particular interest to those in economic development is the availability and quality of 

vocational education programs. All of the school systems have career and technical training 

programs. All but three of the systems have received business or industry certification on all of 

their career/technical programs. Many of the school systems appear to do a good job of 

informing students about career and technical education classes and of helping students find jobs 

in related fields or schools at which to continue their education. 

Although students may continue their education in other parts of the state and country, they 

also have opportunities to receive training in a specific career or to attend college closer to home. 

Trade schools and similar professional training programs are too numerous to list. There are six 

main campus colleges and universities and five associated satellite centers in the East Alabama 

region, which are shown on the map on the opposite page and described in the following section. 

Jacksonville State University, located in Jacksonville, was founded in 1883 as a teacherôs 

college. Since then, Jacksonville State (JSU) has grown to offer a wide range of majors within 

the Colleges of Arts and Sciences, Commerce and Business Administration, Education and 

Professional Studies, and Nursing and Health Sciences. JSUôs programs in Art, Business, 

Communication, Computer Sciences and Computer Information Systems, Dietetics, Drama, 

Education, Music, Nursing, and Social Work are accredited by their professional associations. 

JSU offers seven bachelorôs degrees, six masterôs degrees, and an educational specialist degree. 

The Gadsden branch of Jacksonville State University (JSU-Gadsden) offers upper level (junior 

and senior) courses toward bachelorôs degrees in business, education, and nursing. 

The University of Alabama Gadsden Center offers masters and educational specialist degrees 

in the College of Education, the Master of Library and Information Studies, the Master of Arts in 

Management, and the Master of Social Work. The University has the only accredited library 

college in Alabama. 

Talladega College, in the City of Talladega, is a private liberal arts college that confers the 

Bachelor of Arts degree in several disciplines under the Divisions of Business and 

Administration, Humanities and Fine Arts, Natural Sciences and Mathematics, and Social 

Sciences and Education. Students in the Division of Natural Sciences and Mathematics also can 

earn special degrees and certificates. Founded by former slaves William Savery and Thomas 

Tarrant in 1865 to educate the children of former slaves, and chartered in 1869, Talladega 

College remains dedicated to serving the educational needs of African-Americans. 

Central Alabama Community College (CACC) is a two-year institution with two main 

campusesïone in Alexander City and one in Childersburg. It serves Clay, Coosa, Talladega, and 

Tallapoosa Counties in East Alabama. CACC offers Associate degrees in Science, Applied 

Science, and Occupational Technology plus certificate programs. Degrees and certificates are 

offered in fifteen fields of study, including industrial engineering technology and manufacturing 

technology. Students can transfer core courses to four-year colleges and universities, and CACC 

has partnered with Capstone School of Nursing at The University of Alabama and with Faulkner 

University to enable CACC students to obtain Bachelor and Master degrees primarily through 

distance learning. CACC has also developed a Skills Training program to offer employment 

training to students not wishing to pursue a degree. CACC is fully accredited in its academic and 

technical programs of study. 
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Gadsden State Community College (GSCC) has three campuses in Gadsden, one campus in 

Centre, one campus in Anniston, one instructional center at McClellan, and instructional sites (in 

the region) at Piedmont High School and in Cleburne County. GSCC offers academic and 

technical programs. The academic division offers Associate in Science, Applied Science, and 

Arts degrees in over fifty majors in its two-year transfer/career program. The technical division 

offers Associate in Applied Sciences degrees and certificates in engineering technologies and 

INSTITUTIONS OF 

HIGHER LEARNING 
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applied technologies (e.g., automotive, cosmetology, welding). GSCCôs Skills Training Center 

offers short-term, non-credit, competency-based training programs in air conditioning and 

refrigeration, machine trades, office careers, and welding. GSCC is fully accredited in its 

academic and technical programs of study. 

Southern Union State Community College (SUSCC) serves Randolph and Chambers 

Counties within the region, with campuses in Wadley and Valley. The two Opelika campuses 

also are convenient to those counties. The Academic Division offers an Associate in Science 

degree, and academic courses are transferable to other colleges and universities. The Health 

Sciences Division offers programs leading to certificates, awards of achievement, occupational 

certificates, and Associate in Applied Science degrees. Some of the courses in this division may 

be transferable to a four-year college or university. The Associate Degree Nursing, Emergency 

Medical Services, Nursing Assistant, Practical Nursing, Radiography, and Surgical Technology 

programs are accredited/approved by their professional associations. The Technical Division 

offers Tech-Prep and Dual Enrollment programs for high school students, Business and Industry 

programs to meet area employersô training needs, and Associate degree and certificate programs. 

The Cosmetology, Therapeutic Massage, and Automotive Collision Repair programs are 

accredited/approved by their professional associations. The Adult Education and Skills Training 

Division assists non-traditional college students in obtaining the basic and/or occupational skills 

necessary to obtain a job in the shortest period possible. SUSCC is fully accredited in its 

academic and technical programs of study. 

 

Professional Development Programs  

The community colleges and JSU provide training and services to those who need to increase 

or update their work skills and to area businesses and industries. JSUôs Small Business 

Development Center provides counseling and training to small businesses free-of-charge. The 

Small Business Development Center is housed in the Center for Economic Development (CED), 

which provides applied research in economic development to state and local government 

agencies and conducts business research for private commercial enterprises on contractual bases. 

The CED has conducted economic impact studies, marketing research, and business research. 

JSU-Gadsden houses a satellite office for both programs. 

CACCôs Alexander City campus is the only WorkKeys Certified Testing Center in the 

region. WorkKeys is a job skills assessment system measuring ñreal worldò skills that employers 

believe are critical to job success. It assesses an individualôs skills through a work-related 

problem-solving process. The Center then compares the individualôs skills with skills required 

for particular positions within a business or industry and helps identify additional training that 

could help that individual achieve career goals. The Alabama Office of Workforce Development 

initiated this program to help job seekers and employers, who can use WorkKeys to gage a 

prospective employeeôs skill level. 

East Alabama has two of the stateôs sixteen Alabama Technology Network (ATN) Centers, 

which is a partnership between two-year colleges, the University of Alabama system, Auburn 

University, and the Economic Development Partnership of Alabama. They are located at CACC 

and at GSCC. ATN helps businesses remain competitive by teaching employees the latest 

practices in the areas of health safety and environmental, human resources and organizational 

development, information technology, lean manufacturing, and quality systems. ATN members 

also provide technical assistance to businesses if needed, helping them identify existing or 
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potential problems and possible solutions to those problems, plus resources to implement those 

solutions. 

The Alabama Department of Economic and Community Affairsô Office of Workforce 

Development has 30 One-Stop Centers and 31 satellites throughout the state to provide job-

seekers with information on job development, occupational and educational training, vocational 

rehabilitation, veterans services, and unemployment insurance. Employers work with local 

centers to locate employees with specific skills. Many centers are electronically linked with 

partner agencies, such as the Alabama Departments of Industrial Relations, Human Resources, 

Rehabilitation Services and Education, two-year colleges, and others. The Alabama Career 

Center System sites in the East Alabama region are the Cheaha Career Center (Anniston), 

Gadsden Career Center, Roanoke Career Center, and Talladega Career Center. Career Center 

partners in the region are Alexander City CareerLink (satellite), Anniston CareerLink, Gadsden 

CareerLink, the Sylacauga Re-employment Center, and Talladega CareerLink. 

The Alabama College Systemôs industrial training institute, AIDT, provides job-specific 

training free of charge to new and expanding industries. Alabamaôs influx of new automotive 

plants has drawn employees away from existing industries. The two-year colleges are offering a 

federally funded program to train workers to fill jobs vacated by those who found work in the 

expanding automotive industry. The program provides training and job placement services at 34 

sites around the state, concentrating in areas around Alabama's automotive manufacturing plants. 

Existing industries seeking more workers include carpet, metals, and machinery manufacturers. 

The Senior Community Service Employment Program (SCSEP) is a source of employment 

training for job seekers who are at least 55 years old and who have a limited gross household 

income. The program prepares participants to re-enter the full- or part-time job market by 

providing paid, temporary part-time community service training in governmental or 501(c)(3) 

non-profit agencies. The East Alabama Regional Planning and Development Commission 

(EARPDC) administers the program, managing 98 authorized SCSEP slots. The EARPDC is a 

sub-grantee of Senior Service America, Inc. (a national contractor) and the Alabama Department 

of Senior Services. Many older workers have gained valuable on-the-job experience and self-

sufficiency through this program. 

Locally-initiated workforce development initiatives also abound. For instance, the Greater 

Valley Area Chamber of Commerce and the University of Georgiaôs Small Business 

Development Center offer local business owners and employees a series of five weekly classes 

called the MBA (Moving Business Ahead) Institute. Other program sponsors include local banks 

and the countyôs two newspapers. People who attend all five classes receive certificates of 

completion. 

 

Programs for People with Special Training Needs  

Human service organizations, housing authorities, and businesses throughout the region have 

made efforts to provide worker training for populations that have difficulty finding and keeping 

employment, such as people who are homeless, who have low incomes or are on welfare, who 

are elderly, or who have disabilities.  

Probably the most well-known facility serving people with disabilities is the Alabama 

Institute for Deaf and Blind (AIDB) in Talladega, which was founded in 1858 by Dr. Joseph 

Henry Johnson as the Alabama School for the Deaf. Since then, AIDB has grown to become the 

worldôs most comprehensive education, rehabilitation, and service system, serving children and 
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adults who are deaf, blind, and multi-disabled and their families. All AIDB services are available 

to Alabama residents at no charge. Out-of-state students are accepted in the residential programs 

when space is available. They pay tuition and room and board charges. In addition to providing 

services on campus, AIDB has eight Regional Centers that provide a wide range of services, 

from at-home visits for parents of infants who are sensory impaired to programs for seniors who 

may be experiencing hearing and/or vision loss late in life. AIDBôs E.H. Gentry Technical 

Facility is an accredited two-year technical school which offers adults with sensory impairments 

aged 16 and up a program of evaluation, adjustment, and vocation training in thirteen different 

fields. Alabama Industries for the Blind is the stateôs largest employer of people who are blind or 

visually impaired, with two manufacturing plants, one retail store, and three stores on military 

bases in Alabama and Georgia. Employees at the Talladega facility and the Birmingham satellite 

make and distribute home and office products. 

 

The Present Workforce  

According to the Alabama Department of Industrial Relations, East Alabama had a 2013 

civilian labor force of over 200,000 persons, which is a 2.2% decrease since 2009. The labor 

force has declined by more than 4,400 people (net) during the past five years. Calhoun County 

lost the most people from the labor force, at 3,054 persons. Chambers, Etowah and Talladega 

Counties saw slight gains in labor force, while the other counties experienced losses of fewer 

than 1,000 people. Clay County, however, did experience a large labor force loss in terms of 

percentage of the labor force, 

at 11% (616 people). 

Randolph County lost 7.8% of 

its workers during the five-

year period, followed by 

Calhoun County at 5.7%  

During the same time period, 

the state suffered a loss of 

only 2,331 persons from the 

labor force, which equates to 

an overall decrease of 0.1%   

While the local and state 

labor force decreased slightly 

from 2009 to 2013, the 

number of people who are 

unemployed dropped significantly during that period. In East Alabama, unemployment decreased 

by more than 9,700 persons, or 41%  Likewise, the state saw a 34% decrease in unemployed 

persons. In both instances, this decrease was achieved in part due to increased employment. 

Overall, the region added over 5,300 jobs (a 2.9% increase), most of which located in Talladega, 

Chambers and Etowah Counties. Statewide, businesses added over 69,000 jobs, a 3.6% increase. 

Despite these gains, unemployment rates in East Alabamaôs counties have not returned to their 

pre-recession levels. 
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Only three counties had an 

unemployment rate that equaled or was 

lower than the stateôs rate of 6.5% in 

2013. Cherokee County had the lowest 

unemployment rate, at 5.7 percent, 

followed by Cleburne County, at 6.2 

percent, and Etowah County, at 6.5%  

The other seven counties had 

unemployment rates greater than 6.5%  

Unemployment rates were highest in 

Clay County, at 8.2 percent, Coosa 

County, at 8.1 percent, and Tallapoosa 

County, at 7.7%  East Alabamaôs 

unemployment rates have been 

consistently higher than the statewide 

rate. The three counties mentioned 

above consistently fared better than the 

state during the past four years, and the 

unemployment gap between the state 

and the region has been decreasing 

steadily since 2009. All East Alabama 

counties saw unemployment levels 

decline between 2009 and 2013. The 

most dramatic improvement occurred 

in Chambers County, which dropped 

from 17.7% to 7.3% in five years. 

 

In the 2000 Census, most of East Alabamaôs employed residents reported working in 

production, transportation, or material moving, in spite of the large reduction in textile jobs that 

was occurring around that time. The ñsales and officeò and ñmanagement, professional, and 
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relatedò occupations ranked a close second and third respectively. The post-2000 introduction 

and subsequent expansion of companies such as Honda and Teksid appeared to have increased 

the number of people working in production significantly enough to have more than offset the 

continued exodus of textile jobs 

from the region. Around the end of 

the decade, according to the 2008-

2012 American Community Survey, 

a slight shift was recognized as 

management and professional jobs 

came to employ the largest sector of 

the East Alabama region, at 26.2 

percent, followed closely by sales 

and office occupations, at 23.1 

percent, and production, 

transportation and material moving 

jobs, at 22.5%  The East Alabama 

region has a considerably larger 

percentage of the labor force 

working in production, 

transportation and material moving than the State, at 15.7%  

As with unemployment, underemployment is prevalent in the East Alabama region. A 2012 

study of underemployment in Alabamaðproduced by the University of Alabama's Center for 

Business and Economic Researchðfound that 41% of East Alabamaôs workers are 

underemployed. That study defines underemployed persons as ñworkers who believe that their 

education and training, skills, or experience (i) are not fully utilized in their current jobs and (ii) 

qualify them for higher paying or more satisfying jobs for which they could leave their current 

positions.ò 

Throughout the region, the vast majority of workers felt their current job fit well with their 

education and training, skills, and experience. However, well over half did believe that they were 

qualified for a better job. Most workers would leave their current job for a job that offered a 

better income, and just under one-fifth of workers had sought a better job within the three 

months prior to the study. About 14% stated that they would not leave their current job. Most 

workers would prefer that a new job add no more than 20 miles or 20 minutes to their present 

commute, but over one-quarter would be willing to travel farther than 20 miles and over one-

third would be willing to travel longer than 20 minutes for a better job. Primary reasons cited for 

being underemployed were lack of job opportunities in the area, low wages at available jobs, and 

living too far from jobs. 

Although underemployment could lead workers to seek employment outside the region, the 

studyôs authors point out that underemployment can be a benefit to areas with low 

unemployment rates. Those who are underemployed would be likely to apply for new jobs that 

more closely match their skill levels, provided that the new job had better pay (or other 

incentives) than the current job. Furthermore, the positions these workers vacate would become 

available to others who are looking for a job or a career change. 
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East Alabama experienced this 

phenomenon when Honda Manufacturing 

opened, and subsequently expanded, its plant in 

Talladega County. Median household incomes 

in many parts of the region have been below the 

Stateôs median for quite some time, so the 

relatively high-paying jobs at Honda drew 

thousands of applicants. Hopefully these and 

other higher-tech jobs that have followed will 

help stem the erosion of household incomes in 

East Alabama. The median household income 

did increase by over $9,000 between 1990 and 

2000 and increased again by roughly $6,100 

between 2000 and 2012. However, the regional 

median income slipped from 90% of the Stateôs 

median in 1990 to 89% in 2000 and 87% in 

2012. The growing discrepancy between regional and state incomes occurred because the 

percentage of households earning below $25,000 decreased more statewide than it did in East 

Alabama. On the other end of the spectrum, the State experienced a more robust gain in 

households earning $75,000 or more than did the region. Neither the State nor the regional 

median incomes kept pace with inflation. According to the Bureau of Labor Statisticsô Inflation 

Calculator, $1.00 in 2000 had the same buying power as $1.33 in 2012, or a 33% inflation rate. 

During that time, the median household income rose 26% statewide and 20% across the region. 

Another indicator of regional (and worker) prosperity is the poverty rate. As would be 

expected given the trends in household incomes, the gap between regional and statewide poverty 

rates also has been growing. In 2000, East Alabamaôs poverty rate was only 0.6 percentage 

points higher than the Stateôs. During the following decade, poverty rates rose in all ten counties, 

and the gap widened to 2.4 percentage points. Cleburne and Tallapoosa Counties fared better 

than the other counties, with only a 0.4 percentage point increase in household poverty. 

 $-

 $5

 $10

 $15

 $20

 $25

 $30

 $35

 $40

 $45

2000 2012

T
h

o
u

s
a

n
d

s
 

Median Household Income 

 Region  Alabama



 

 
19 

  

Households headed by a female tend to have higher poverty rates than those headed by a 

male or shared by a married couple. Conditions seemed to be improving for Alabama women 

who were heading a family household, as their poverty rate fell from 40.7% in 1990 to 35.6% in 

2000. Adding female-headed nonfamily households (women who were single or living with 

people not related to them) into the 2000 figures decreased the poverty rate to 32.3%  The 1990 

Census did not break out nonfamily data by whether a male or female was head-of-household. 

Although the poverty rate for this demographic fluctuated since 2000, by 2012 it had returned to 

32.3% statewide. 

In East Alabama, the percentage of female-headed families with an income below the 

poverty level remained relatively stable, at just over 36% in both 1990 and 2000. Adding female-

headed nonfamily households into the 2000 figures decreased the poverty rate to 33.7%  By 

2012, the poverty rate for this category of households had risen almost four percentage points. 

Income levels often correlate strongly with educational levels. Adult educational levels in 

East Alabama have been improving over time. More people age 25 and over had completed high 

school and received at least some college education in 2012 than in 2000. Many factors may 

have contributed to this change, 

some of which are: the introduction 

of jobs requiring a better 

education; the infusion of Atlanta-

area retirees and commuters, who 

tend to have relatively high 

incomes and high education levels; 

and the loss of some older long-

time residents, who had been more 

likely to drop out of school to work 

in area industries. 

In spite of this progress, the 

region still lags behind the state in 

educational attainment. This 

discrepancy probably is caused, in 
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part, by East Alabama having a higher proportion of people in the older age categories than the 

state. Also, the regional high school dropout rate exceeded the statewide dropout rate in 2007 

and 2008. The region may have a history of having higher dropout rates than the state. Finally, 

the region has a history of high school graduates going to college elsewhere then looking for jobs 

that require higher skill levels and offer higher pay than they can find in East Alabama.  

At this particular time, the automotive industry (manufacturing plants and their suppliers) 

and the redevelopment of Fort McClellanïwhich closed in 1999ïare the two main determinants 

of East Alabamaôs future workforce needs. The Honda plant dramatically increased its 

production and employment since it began operations in 2001. This industry not only has 

brought more jobs to the area but also has supported many smaller specialized businesses and 

spin-off industries in the region. Although not in East Alabama, the Kia plant near West Point, 

Georgia, has begun to have a similar effect on the region. Kia and Hyundai tend to share 

suppliers, and a Hyundai plant is located in Montgomery, positioning the regionôs southern tier 

counties as competitors for automotive suppliers. The redevelopment of Fort McClellan also 

could have a great impact on the region. The McClellan Joint Powers Authority envisions a 

mixed-use community, bringing high-tech jobs and recreational and residential uses to the site. 

The next chapter will discuss the regionôs economy in more detail. 

Changes are taking place in the occupational structure of East Alabama's labor market. Many 

new, complex, specialized job choices are appearing due to such factors as technological 

advances, changing lifestyles, governmental policies, and the offering of new goods and services 

to the public. Those engaging in workforce development need to ensure that training 

opportunities within the region keep pace with these changes. 

 

The Regional Economy 
 

Economic developers have a complex task: bringing jobs into their communities and 

capitalizing on economic clusters while promoting economic diversity. Although they are 

discussed in more detail later in this chapter, in general, economic clusters are interrelated 

businesses that are located in close proximity to one another, such as automobile manufacturing 

plants, the companies that provide the plants with parts, and the companies that provide the parts 

plants with materials for their manufacturing processes. While communities should make efforts 

to create an economic synergy by bringing together interrelated businesses, they also need to 

foster multiple clusters of businesses that center around different types of industries. Doing so 

will help buffer the community from a potential downturn in one particular industry. The 

following sections examine the different components of East Alabamaôs economy.  

 

Overview  
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The East Alabama region is home to approximately 8,000 businesses, which employ over 

116,000 people. As would be anticipated, most of these businesses are located in the three 

counties that have the most people: Calhoun, Etowah, and Talladega Counties. In fact, the 

distribution of business throughout the region strongly correlates with the distribution of people 

throughout the region. Nearly two-thirds of the regionôs residents (64.9 percent) live in Calhoun, 

Etowah, and Talladega Counties, and just over two-thirds of the regionôs businesses (69.5 

percent) have located in these three counties. 

Although much emphasis is placed on an areaôs largest employers, the vast majority of East 

Alabamaôs businesses employ 20 or fewer people. Small businesses are just as prevalent 

throughout the state. In fact, in the region and across Alabama, less than 1% of all businesses 

have over 250 employees. However, these statistics should not detract from the fact that an 

industrial plant that is located in a rural county and employs 350 people could eliminate most of 

the jobs in the county should it relocate or close. That county would lose not only that business 

and at least some of its resident workforce but also jobs in the businesses that supported that 

industry or that provided goods and services to that industryôs employees.  
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East Alabamaôs 8,000 businesses pumped over $3.8 million in pre-tax income into the areaôs 

economy in 2012. People who worked in the region averaged roughly $32,677 in gross pay, 

which is 15% below the average pay statewide. It is important to note that not all of these people 

spent their money in East Alabama. Some workers commuted into the region, and some East 

Alabamians commuted to jobs outside the region. In 2012, the regionôs workforce consisted of 

roughly 187,228 employed people, according to the Alabama Department of Industrial Relations. 

In other words, there were about 70,556 more workers than there were jobs throughout the 

region. Therefore, many people had to leave the region to work. Commuting data from the 2008-

2012 American Community Survey supports these findings. In 2012, over one-quarter of East 

Alabamaôs workers commuted to jobs outside the region. Most people do remain within the 

region to work, however. Nearly two-thirds of the regionôs employed residents lived and worked 

in the same county. Unfortunately, data on commuting flows between counties is no longer 

available through the Census. However, in 2000, 11% of people living in East Alabama 

commuted to jobs in another county within the region, and workers living outside East Alabama 

filled one of every thirteen jobs in the region. Data available through Alabama's Workforce 

Development Program supports that the commuting trend has continued throughout the East 

Alabama region. 

At the county level, the 2008-2012 American Community Survey estimates that commuting 

patterns varied greatly throughout the region, with 78% of Coosa Countyôs workers driving to 

another county to work and 83% of Calhoun Countyôs workers going to jobs within the county. 

Current data is no longer available, but local residents traditionally have held most of the jobs in 

their county of residence. In 2000, at least 73% of jobs were filled by workers living in the same 

county as their employer in nine of the ten counties. Interestingly, Coosa County had the largest 

percentage of people leaving the county to go to work, at 75 percent, and the largest percentage 

of people coming from other counties to work in its businesses, at 44%  Most of the people 

commuting into Coosa County lived inside the region. Chambers County businesses attracted the 

largest percentage of workers from outside the region, at 23%, mostly due to its historic 

economic ties with Troup County, Georgia. However, the exodus of West Point Manufacturing 

from that area, and the addition of the Kia plant, may have altered the commuting pattern 

between those two counties. 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

 Less than
20

20 to 49 50 to 99 100 to 249 250 to 499 500 to 999 1,000 or
More

86.8%

8.6%

2.6% 1.3% 0.5% 0.2% 0.1%

Percentage of Businesses by Number of Employees, 2012

Number of Employees



 

 
23 

Just under one-fourth (23 percent) of the people working in East Alabama work in 

manufacturing.  Manufacturing is the top employer in the region and in eight of the regionôs ten 

counties. Health care and social assistance ranks first in Etowah County and is the second largest 

employment sector region-wide. At least 17% of all East Alabama employees work in medicine, 

social services, or a related field. Retail trade ranks a close third and is the largest employer in 

Calhoun County. Rounding out the top five employment sectors are ñaccommodation and food 

serviceò and ñadministrative and support and waste management and remediationò. The 

ñadministrative and supportò portion of the latter category covers numerous occupations that 

would be considered as supportive or ancillary to operating a business, such as office 

administration, temporary help agencies, printing and copying businesses, telephone answering 

services, travel agencies, security services (but not law enforcement), and building and grounds 

maintenance. ñWaste management and remediationò is fairly self-explanatory. 

Comparison of Employment by Major Industry Sectors, 2012 
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 #2 Sector 

 #3 Sector 

 #4 Sector 

 
#5 Sector 

Alabama  4.9% 14.7% 4.5% 14.1% 3.6% 5.7% 8.8% 15.0% 1.1% 9.8% 5.0% 

Region 3.2% 23.1% 3.6% 15.3% 3.2% 2.7% 6.7% 17.4% 1.1% 9.6% 4.5% 

Calhoun 2.1% 16.4% 5.5% 17.9% 2.0% 3.3% 9.3% 16.2% 0.6% 12.4% 4.9% 

Chambers 2.3% 20.7% 1.4% 16.7% 7.1% 2.0% 7.1% 17.3% 1.4% 8.0% 5.2% 

Cherokee 1.9% 47.4% 1.9% 17.1% 1.8% 0.9% 1.5% 9.5% 0.4% 7.2% 3.6% 

Clay 2.3% 39.1% 2.3% 9.2% 4.0% 1.9% 0.6% 16.2% 0.6% 3.6% 3.6% 

Cleburne  21.5% 23.8% 2.6% 13.2% 0.9% 1.2% 4.7% 4.7% 0.0% 5.0% 11.9% 

Coosa  6.5% 33.0% 6.5% 10.2% 1.3% 0.9% 1.3% 16.5% 16.5% 0.3% 2.4% 

Etowah 3.8% 16.4% 3.4% 15.1% 2.1% 4.0% 5.1% 24.6% 0.9% 11.0% 5.3% 

Randolph  2.7% 23.9% 2.5% 18.4% 4.9% 1.2% 2.5% 15.2% 0.5% 8.1% 4.0% 

Talladega  2.9% 34.7% 2.6% 11.8% 4.9% 1.9% 7.6% 12.2% 1.1% 7.6% 3.1% 

Tallapoosa  3.5% 22.1% 2.7% 14.6% 4.7% 1.8% 7.7% 20.4% 2.3% 8.1% 3.9% 

Each industry sector shown employs 5% or more of the work force in at least one county. 

East Alabama is more reliant on manufacturing than the state as a whole. Statewide, more 

people work in health care and social assistance, at 15.0 percent, than in manufacturing, at 14.7%  

Retail trade is a close third, employing 14.1% of all workers throughout the state. Likewise, the 

State of Alabama is more reliant on manufacturing than the country as a whole. Nationwide, 

manufacturing only employs 9.7% of workers, behind health care and social assistance, at 15.9 

percent, retail trade, at 12.8 percent, and accommodation and food services, at 10.3%  As with 

the region, ñaccommodation and food serviceò and ñadministrative and support and waste 



 

 
24 

management and remediationò round out the top five employment categories both statewide and 

nationally.  

 

Economic Trends  

Although the State of Alabama fared well in the early 2000s, those economic gains were 

diminished by industry and business down-sizing, consolidations, and closings in the latter part 

of the decade. During the 2002 through 2012 time period, Alabama saw a net decrease of 1,993 

businessesða 2.0% declineðbut a modest gain of 4,644 jobs, a 0.3% growth rate. Average 

annual pay increased from $28,755 in 2002 to $38,647 in 2012ðan increase of $9,354 or 34%  

Unfortunately, East Alabama did not share in the stateôs success. The region experienced the 

economic downturn much more severely than other parts of the state, with a net loss of nearly 

21,000 jobs and 800 businesses. This decline occurred in spite of the new jobs created by the 

Honda manufacturing plant in Lincoln and several automotive suppliers that located throughout 

the region. The average worker did receive an increase in annual pay, but that ñraiseò was over 

$900 less than that of their counterparts across the state. In spite of the difference in pay increase, 

salaries in East Alabama did rise at a greater rate than did those across the state, at 38%   

East Alabama has lagged behind other areas of the state in attracting new residents, 

employers, and jobs for quite some time. The region contains 15% of Alabamaôs counties (10 of 

67) and 12% of the stateôs land area. In 1980, 10.6% of Alabamians called East Alabama home, 

and the region claimed 9.9% of Alabama businesses and 10.4% of Alabama jobs. The economic 

figures declined slowly but steadily over the next 32 years, to 8.2% of the State's businesses and 

7.4% of Alabama jobs by 2012. The population did rebound slightly between 2000 and 2012 but, 

at 9.7 percent, is still lower than the 1980 percentage. This trend should reverse as the Atlanta 

and Birmingham metropolitan areas continue to push outward, making East Alabama more 

attractive to metro-area workers who want a more rural lifestyle and, subsequently, to businesses. 

However, it would be prudent to determine which of East Alabamaôs economic sectors have 

been strengthening and which have been weakening, so economic developers know how to target 

their efforts. 

Although 5-year economic trend analysis is common, EARPDC staff selected 2002 as the 

base year so there can be a comparison between the period preceding the Great Recession and 

the beginning of the economic recovery.  

 

Economic Clusters  

Once upon a time, the textile industry permeated East Alabamaïnot just its economy, but 

also its communities. Textile companies built plants, they built housing for their workers around 

their plants, and sometimes they even built stores, schools, parks, and civic buildings. The 

companies provided all the necessities for residents of these mill villages. Gradually, the 

companies gave up ownership of the stores, the schools, the parks, the civic buildings, the 

houses. Worker pay and the cost of keeping up the plant equipment and facilities increased. 

Many of the companies started moving production to countries that could offer lower production 

costs. Some of the companies that attempted to remain in East Alabama were driven out of 

business by low-cost competition. Although it is still one of the regionôs economic clusters, the 

once thriving textile industry has eroded precipitously over the past ten to 20 years.  

According to a 2007 report produced by the Harvard Business School's Institute for Strategy 

and Competitiveness, Clusters and Cluster Development, clusters are geographic concentrations 
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of interconnected companies, specialized suppliers, service providers, and associated institutions 

in a particular field that are present in a nation or region. Clusters arise because they increase the 

productivity with which companies can compete. The development and upgrading of clusters is 

an important agenda for governments, companies, and other institutions. Cluster development 

initiatives are an important new direction in economic policy, building on earlier efforts in 

macroeconomic stabilization, privatization, market opening, and reducing the costs of doing 

business. 

While the textile cluster has declined, other economic clusters have been rising. East 

Alabama sits in a triangle of automobile manufacturing plants: Honda Manufacturing of 

Alabama, in Lincoln; Hyundai Motor Manufacturing Alabama, in Montgomery; and Kia Motor 

Manufacturing Georgia, in West Point, Georgia. In addition to being the home of the Honda 

plant, the region reaped the benefits of Hondaôs supplier network and has attracted Kia and 

Hyundai suppliers, as the two companies have the same parent company and share suppliers. 

Wood products are another of the regionôs clusters. This cluster originates in the regionôs 

countless wooded acres. Timber growers. Timber harvesters. Timber trucking. Pulp mills. Paper 

mills. Lumber mills. Lumber stores. Cabinet makers. Wood preserving factories. Numerous 

individuals and companies engage in wood-related business in East Alabama.  

Tourism is an under-emphasized cluster in East Alabama. Tourism revolving around outdoor 

recreational activities exists in abundance. Hikers in the Talladega National Forest purchase last-

minute supplies, eat at local restaurants, and may want to stay one night in a hotel. People who 

float the canoe trails or go fishing may use a local outfitter, purchase supplies locally, eat at local 

restaurants, and sleep at local hotels. Area lakes are home to local, state, and national fishing 

tournaments that draw fishers to area hotels, campgrounds, restaurants, and stores. Rock climbers 

at Cherokee Rock Village may want to spend the night nearby, eat a meal or two, and purchase 

forgotten equipment. Visitors to the Little River Canyon National Preserve may wish to rent a 

cabin at DeSoto State Park or a hotel room in a nearby town. Cyclists on the Chief Ladiga Trail 

can stop for a drink or a meal, an overnight stay, or bicycle equipment or repairs. The City of 

Heflinôs frisbee golf course has attracted visitors from other states. Heritage tourism has been 

increasing nationally as more places lose their historic flavor. Locally, many communities have 

brochures guiding visitors along historic sites walking or driving tours. The City of Talladega 

has an annual Pilgrimage. The City of Valley, made up of four former mill villages, has been a 

participant in a multi-state textile heritage trail. Local assessments of natural, historical, and 

cultural assets and coordinated development and marketing efforts could help this economic 

cluster reach its full potential.  
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 Geography, Environment, Natural Resources 
 

The East Alabama regionôs ten counties encompass 6,164 square miles of land, making it the 

second largest of Alabama's 12 regions. These counties form a generally triangular region 

sandwiched between the Alabama/Georgia state line on the east and the Coosa River on the west. 

As would be expected in a region of this size, there is great natural diversity and an abundance of 

natural resources, giving the region great potential for expanding its economic base and realizing 

considerable economic growth.  

 

Geographic Features  

Geographic features are major determinants of an areaôs physical potential. These features 

determine opportunities and constraints that shape land use patterns. They may also facilitate or 

impose restrictions on economic development activities. The East Alabama region is an area of 

distinct topographic contrast and is physically diverse and rich with natural resources. The 

northern two-thirds of the region is characterized by the mountainous terrain of the southern 

Appalachians, interspersed with broad, low-lying river valleys. The Coosa and Tallapoosa Rivers 

flow southwest through this portion of the region, draining a large headwaters area in 

northwestern Georgia. The two rivers eventually converge in the Montgomery area to form the 

Alabama River. The main mountain ridges separating these two rivers possess the highest 

elevations in Alabama. The summits of Mount Cheaha, the Stateôs highest point, Dugger 

Mountain, and Choccolocco Mountain are over 2,000 feet above mean sea level. The main 

mountainous ridges extending through Talladega, Calhoun, Cleburne, and Cherokee Counties 

constitute the heart of the Ridge and Valley geographic province. Small portions of Etowah and 

Cherokee Counties north and west of Lookout Mountain are located in the Cumberland Plateau 

geologic province. The remaining southeastern half of the region is characterized by the rolling 

plains of the Piedmont geologic province, which extends east into Georgia and south to the Fall 

Line, extending roughly from Columbus, Georgia, to Montgomery.  

 

Topographic Elements  

Topographic information provides a quick overview of the characteristics of an area, such as 

hilly or flat areas, soil conditions, vegetated areas, and mineral collection areas. This information 

on the land may suggest the best sites for buildings, transportation access, and activity areas. 

Alternatively, imposing conventional development patterns on variable topography may result in 

hazardous conditions. Geological features in the region that may present major barriers to 

economic development are soil limitations and severe slopes.  

There are many soil types in the region that may pose problems for various land use 

development. The greatest limitations imposed by these soil types are soils subject to frequent 

flooding and soils having shrink-swell characteristics and low strength. The Soil Conservation 

Service publishes reports periodically which can be used in determining the suitability of soils 

for various urban uses. By determining the suitability of soil and identifying problem areas, 

development may proceed and provide a safe and healthy environment. Severe or steep slopes 

also 

present limitations to urban development in the region. Slopes in excess of 25% may cause 

severe limitations for all types of development.  
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Various mineral collection areas are found in almost every county in the region.  Only 

Chambers County in the southeastern corner of the region has virtually no mineral supply, with 

only a portion of a deposit of corundum/abestos that extends eastward from Tallapoosa County 

into Chambers County. Although the other nine counties in the region all have mineral deposits 

to some degree, the most abundant mineral resources are located in the northwestern half of the 

region.   

  

Mineral Deposits 
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Hydrologic Resources  

While the area's surface water system is the most obvious hydrologic feature, it is only one of 

the several hydrologic resources found in the East Alabama region.  Other resources include 

groundwater resources, wetlands, flood plains and watershed protection.  Since water is a basic 

requirement for all life, these hydrologic resources require special consideration and protection.  

The East Alabama region is home to an extensive surface water system that includes the main 

stems of three rivers:  the Coosa River, the Tallapoosa River and a small portion of the 

Chattahoochee River.  Flowing southwest from Georgia, the Coosa River flows through 

Cherokee and Etowah Counties before forming the western border of the region along Calhoun, 

Talladega and Coosa Counties.  The Tallapoosa River also enters the state from Georgia and 

flows through Cleburne, Randolph, Chambers and Tallapoosa Counties before merging with the 

Coosa River to form the Alabama River in Elmore County south of the East Alabama region.  

Finally, the Chattahoochee 

River flows from Georgia 

into Alabama in Chambers 

County and travels south 

forming the border 

between the two states. 

The Tallapoosa River 

system includes Lake 

Wedowee (an 

impoundment of the R.L. 

Harris Dam) in Randolph 

County, Lake Martin in 

Tallapoosa County, and 

Yates Lake, also in 

Tallapoosa County.  Lake 

Martin is the largest of the 

reservoirs that is wholly 

located within Alabama.  

The East Alabama Region 

also includes portions of 

two lakes on the  

Chattahoochee River 

system, both of which are 

partially located in 

Chambers County: West 

Point Lake and Lake 

Harding.  The remainder 

of these lakes are in 

Georgia.  

Equally as important 

as the surface water 

resources are the region's 

groundwater resources.  
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Surface Water 
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