A closer look at 2019’s population

What estimates show about Alaska’s trends and how we compare

By SARA WHITNEY and LIZ BROOKS

laska’s population decreased 0.4 percent
from July 2018 to July 2019, our new esti-
mates show. The biggest drivers were a

decline in the number of people moving to Alaska
and fewer births.

While this was the third straight year of overall
population loss, the declines have been small. Over
those three years, Alaska’s population fell by a
total of 1.2 percent. The state’s 2019 population of
731,007 is about 8,600 below the peak of 739,649
people in 2016.

Fewer than 10,000 babies born last year

While 2019’s population decline was mainly a con-
tinuation of longer-term trends such as ongoing
migration losses and population aging, the sharp
drop in births was a notable change. The number
of births in Alaska has fallen 15 percent over the
last three years.

From July 2018 to July 2019, 9,885 babies were

born in Alaska, which was 500 fewer than the year
before. The last time Alaska’s births dropped below
10,000 was 2002, when the state had about 89,000
fewer people.

This trend isn't unique to Alaska — it's just more
recent. Births have been on the decline nationally

About timing and residency

Alaska population estimates are as of July 1

of each year, and data on the components of
change (births, deaths, and migration) cover the
previous 12 months.

The reference date of July 1 matches the Census
Bureau'’s estimate period and is meant to repre-
sent the population at mid-year. It is not intended
to capture Alaska's larger summer population,
as these estimates include only those who con-
sider Alaska their “usual residence,” which the
bureau defines as the place where they live and
sleep most of the time. Seasonal workers are not
counted if they mainly live somewhere else.

since 2007, aside from a small uptick in 2014, and
the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2019 estimates show
births dropped in 42 states and the District of Co-
lumbia over the year.

U.S., Alaska birth rates on a decline,
but Alaska'’s rate remains higher

In terms of birth rates, Alaska and the U.S. are both
on the decline, but Alaska'’s rates have always been
and remain above U.S. rates — especially in rural
Alaska.

Alaska’s crude birth rate (annual births per 1,000

Alaska’s number of annual births has dropped in the last few years
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I Alaska’s yearly percent change in total population from 1950 to 2019
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people) was in the mid-30s during much of the
1950s, and it didn't drop below 30 until 1964.

After the early 1990s, Alaska's rate remained
around 15 or 16 births per 1,000 for nearly two
decades before falling below 15 for the first time in
2017. Last year, the rate dropped to 13.5.

The U.S. rate hasn't topped
20 births per 1,000 since
1964 and has declined
steadily in recent years, from
14.3in 2007 to a 50-year low
of 11.6in 2018.

For many years, Alaska’s
younger population and
higher birth rates helped
ensure steady overall
growth. Although the state

1998 2004 2010 2016

Most of these trends aren't
unique to Alaska. The U.S.
population is aging, its net mi-
gration is decreasing, and the
national birth rate has trended
downward since 2007.

Source: Alaska Department of
Labor and Workforce Develop-
ment, Research and Analysis
Section

2019. Four states had more deaths than births:
West Virginia, Maine, New Hampshire, and Ver-
mont.

In line with the aging trend, Alaska’s 65-plus age

group grew by 4,200 people in 2019, reaching
91,278, and is projected to
top 136,000 by 2030.

At the same time, Alaska'’s
younger age groups con-
tinued to get smaller. The
population between 18 and
64 decreased for the sixth
year in a row, down nearly
5,000 people to 455,583.
The 17-and-younger group
decreased for a third year,
by 2,400, to 184,146 total

children.

has been losing more mov-

ers than we've gained since

2013, natural increase — births minus deaths —
more than offset those losses until 2017. That year,
the total population declined for the first time since
1988.

Deaths and an older population

Less natural increase can result from more deaths
as well as fewer births, and Alaska had about 200
more deaths in 2019 than the year before. The ag-
ing population is a factor in both trends, in Alaska
and nationwide, as the large baby boomer genera-
tion born between 1946 and 1964 moves into the
older age groups.

Nationally, deaths rose in 24 states and D.C. in

Consistent net migration losses continue

Another year of net migration loss was the main rea-
son Alaska'’s population decreased, as more people
left Alaska than moved in for a seventh straight year.
Net migration — in-movers minus out-movers —
was -8,300 in 2019, similar to the prior years' losses.

As of 2019, the state has lost more people to net
migration over this seven-year stretch than dur-
ing the deep recession and housing collapse of the
1980s, although that loss was shorter and steeper.
Alaska lost 44,081 people to net migration over
four years during the ‘80s, and the current streak’s
net loss is 45,828.

Speculation that more people were leaving the
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Components of Alaska's population change since 1947
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state was common in recent years, but while it
might seem counterintuitive, the opposite is true.
Fewer people left Alaska last year than we've seen
since 2011 — but drastically fewer moved to the
state than is typical.

Large migration flows in and out are
normal, but notably fewer are moving in

Large numbers of people moving in and out of the
state each year has long been Alaska’s norm. In
any given year in recent decades, about 40,000 to
50,000 people moved to Alaska and another 40,000
to 50,000 left. (For more on Alaska’s historical mi-
gration trends, see the March 2018 issue of Trends.)

Alaska has the biggest annual migration flows of any
state as a percentage of the population, regardless
of how the economy is doing. While the population’s
roots are deeper than they were when oil prices
tanked in the 1980s, Alaska is still a young and rela-
tively new state, and around 60 percent of residents
weren’t born here. Our large military presence is
another reason the population is so mobile.

The 10-year average for annual out-movers is 45,000,
and 43,000 moved away last year. Conversely, while
an average of 42,000 moved in each year over the
last decade, just 35,000 people arrived last year.
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Those who leave Alaska mainly relocate to Washing-
ton, Texas, California, Florida, and Oregon: states
that are large and mostly close. The least likely
locations are the smaller states on the East Coast.
These destinations haven’t changed much over the
years.

Alaska’s migration losses show
some similarities to national trends

The reasons people move or stay are complex and
outside the scope of these data, but an especially
strong economy in much of the Lower 48 and a rela-
tively weak economy in Alaska are among the likely
factors.

The state gained net movers during the U.S. Great
Recession of the late 2000s and its aftermath,
which barely scathed Alaska, but Alaska's net migra-
tion turned negative soon thereafter — at least two
years before the state recession hit.

Similar to the other state population trends men-
tioned earlier, declining net migration is a larger-
scale pattern. Immigration to the United States has
been falling since 2016.

Natural increase and immigration did offset the
number who left the U.S. in 2019, but not by much.


http://labor.alaska.gov/trends/mar18.pdf

I Most parts of Alaska lost some population between 2018 and 2019
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The nation grew 0.5 percent overall last year, and
growth has slowed each year since the decade’s
peak growth rate of just 0.73 percent in 2015.

How population change played out
around the state from 2018 to 2019

Around the state, most areas showed some popula-
tion loss in 2019, as the map above shows.

Anchorage, which is home to about 40 percent of
Alaskans, lost the largest number of people. The
city's population dropped by 2,643 last year, which
was a 0.9 percent loss. While that loss was modest
in percent terms, it brought Anchorage’s popula-
tion down to its 2010 level.

The Fairbanks area’s population fell below its 2010
level, with a decline of 954, although the trend

is set to change over the next few years as new
military personnel and their families start arriv-
ing at Eielson Air Force Base this summer with the
F-35 fighter jets. The military expects about 1,300
additional active duty personnel by 2022, and the
project will also bring in federal civilian workers
and contractors.

Northwest
Arctic

X
Aleutians East

North Slope

Southeast
Fairbanks

Matanuska-
Susitna Valdez-
Cordova

Haines Skagway

Juneau

Petersburg
Anchorage Hoonah- Wrangell
Angoon
Sitka \Q
Kodiak Island Prince of Wales
a Hyder Ketchikan

Lake &

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce
Development, Research and Analysis Section

The Southeast and Northern regions continued
their previous trends of modest loss, with Northern
down by 195 people and Southeast by 284. The ma-
jority of Southeast’s loss was in Juneau (-191).

Several areas’ populations ticked up slightly, but the
Matanuska-Susitna Borough was the only part of
the state to add a significant number of people. The
borough grew by 1,024 in 2019, reaching 106,438.

Mat-Su has been the state’s strongest source of
growth for the past decade, although its growth has
slowed. Mat-Su overtook the Fairbanks North Star
Borough as the state’s second-largest borough equiv-
alentin 2015, when it approached 100,000 people.

For detailed estimates by area and community, see
the table on page 8. For complete 2019 data, see:
live.laborstats.alaska.gov/pop.

Sara Whitney is the editor of Alaska Economic Trends.
Reach herin Juneau at (907) 465-6561 or sara.whitney@
alaska.gov.

Liz Brooks is a research analyst in Juneau. Reach her at
(907) 465-5970 or liz.brooks@alaska.gov.
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