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The Role of Population Estimates
A recent report on the “business friendliness” of Tennessee cities ranked Chattanooga 48th out of the state’s fifty largest cities.  In large part, this was because of a low ranking for “economic vitality,” based in large part on Census Bureau population estimates that suggest that the city’s population is actually declining.  According to the report, “[T]he population is drying up.  There are fewer people in Chattanooga, East Ridge and Red Bank today than in 2000.”

Population growth – or the lack thereof – is an important measure of a community’s vitality.
  Reports of stagnant or no growth have an impact on potential investors and firms and individuals looking to move to a community.  

Population growth and decline is also a vital component in determining how much funding local governments can receive from the federal government.  For example, part of the formula in determining Chattanooga’s – and other city’s – allocation of Community Development Block Grant funding is based on the most recent population estimate.  While there is no precise figure available, approximately $100 billion a year in federal spending is based in part on funding formulae driven by population estimates.

Chattanooga’s Declining Population Since 2000, At Least According to the Census Bureau
Based on Census Bureau estimates, Chattanooga’s population has remained essentially stagnant in the 1990s.  Actually, the estimates suggest a population decline of just under one percent between 2000 and 2005.
	
	Population Estimate

	2000
	156057

	2001
	155817

	2002
	155918

	2003
	155525

	2004
	154873

	2005
	154762
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What if the Census Estimates Are Wrong?

Given the psychological and fiscal importance of annual population estimates, one would hope that they are accurate.  But what if they aren’t?

After all, estimates are just that – estimates.  They are not based on the same sort of house by house count as the decennial Census.  Instead, they are largely based on administrative data.  Specifically, at the subcounty level, the Census Bureau employs a “distributive housing unit method,” which focuses on building permits, mobile home shipments and housing unit loss.  A 2003 Census Bureau working paper found a significant degree of error in Census estimates from the 1990s, depending on the size of jurisdiction.  For all subcounty areas, the mean absolute percent error was 12.4: while larger subcounty jurisdictions had lower error rates, they were more likely to result in underestimates of population.
  
So, for example, Tennessee’s population estimates during the 1990s appear to have tracked actual growth as measured by the decennial census.  The July 1999 population estimate for the state was 5,638,706 – up from a 1990 Census population of 4,877,203.  The April 2000 Census population for the state was 5,689,283.

Not so for Chattanooga.  Based on actual Census data, Chattanooga’s population turned around during the 1990s – growing by approximately 2%, from 152,828 to 155,554.  As a result, Chattanooga was the only U.S. city with a population over 100,000 to lose more then 10% of its population in the 1980s and begin to regain population in the 1990s.

But, that was not the story told by Census population estimates throughout the decade.  According to Census annual estimates, Chattanooga’s population declined by 3.8% between 1990 and 1999, going from 152,860 to 147,110.  In other words, the 2000 Census population for Chattanooga was 5.7% higher than the estimated population the year before.  After the Census, the Census Bureau revised its estimate for 2000 to reflect a higher number.
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What Can the City Do to Ensure More Accurate Annual Population Estimates?
Given the track record of the 1990s, there is reason to believe that the annual estimates for Chattanooga may be wrong.  The Census Bureau has a process where local governments can challenge annual population estimates.  Since 2000, the number of successful challenges has increased every year with 3 successful challenges of 2001 estimates, 14 for 2002, 27 for 2003 and 38 for 2004 and 47 for 2005.  In all, 82 cities and 15 counties have successfully challenged annual estimates – some on multiple occasions.

In Tennessee, Knoxville challenged its population estimate for 2003: the result was an increase in the estimated population from 173,278 to 177,595.  Davidson County challenged its population for 2005 resulting in an increase from 575,261 to 607,413 – an increase of 5.6% residents.
Elsewhere, challenges have resulted in even more significant revisions.  For example, Fulton County, Georgia’s challenge to its 2004 estimate resulted in an 11.2% increase in the estimated population.  

The next scheduled release of population estimates for Chattanooga is June 2007, when July 2006 estimates will be released.  Under federal regulations, challenges must be filed within 180 days of the release of the estimate.  Chattanooga should begin planning now to formally challenge the 2006 estimate.
	Successful Challenges of Annual Estimates of Population, 2001 - 2005

	
	
	Original 
	Revised
	Change(%)

	Alexandria, VA
	2004
	128206
	136365
	6.4
	

	Alexandria, VA
	2005
	135337
	137602
	1.7
	

	Alpine, UT
	2004
	7896
	8695
	10.1
	

	American Fork, UT
	2005
	21372
	25131
	17.6
	

	Arlington County, VA
	2004
	186117
	197955
	6.4
	

	Arlington County, VA
	2005
	195965
	199761
	1.9
	

	Atlanta, GA
	2005
	470668
	483108
	2.6
	

	Avon Lake, OH
	2005
	20608
	22280
	8.1
	

	Baltimore City
	2003
	628670
	643324
	2.3
	

	Baltimore City
	2001
	635210
	645305
	1.6
	

	Baltimore, MD
	2004
	636251
	641943
	0.9
	

	Baltimore, MD
	2005
	635815
	640064
	0.7
	

	Bellevue, WA
	2003
	112344
	116786
	4.0
	

	Blue Spring, MO
	2004
	49467
	51910
	4.9
	

	Bonita Springs, FL
	2002
	32,585
	35,005
	7.4
	

	Boston, MA
	2005
	559034
	596638
	6.7
	

	Brigham, UT
	2004
	17149
	18279
	6.6
	

	Broadway, VA
	2005
	2460
	2871
	16.7
	

	Broadway, VA
	2002
	2262
	2400
	6.1
	

	Bronx County, NY
	2005
	1357589
	1364566
	0.5
	

	Cedar Hills, UT
	2004
	5813
	6661
	14.6
	

	Cedar Point, NC
	2005
	818
	961
	17.5
	

	Charlottesville, VA
	2004
	36605
	40745
	11.3
	

	Cincinnati, OH
	2005
	308728
	331310
	7.3
	

	Coconut Creek, FL
	2005
	49017
	49890
	1.8
	

	Cuyahoga Falls, OH
	2002
	49236
	50272
	2.1
	

	Davidson County
	2005
	575,261
	607,413
	5.6
	

	District of Columbia
	2005
	550521
	582049
	5.7
	

	Douglas County, KS
	2005
	102914
	111519
	8.4
	

	Eagle Mountain, UT
	2004
	8190
	8760
	7.0
	

	East Point, GA
	2004
	35457
	40707
	14.8
	

	Elk Ridge, UT
	2005
	1838
	2251
	22.5
	

	Erie, PA
	2003
	101373
	103981
	2.6
	

	Fountain, CO
	2004
	15663
	18807
	20.1
	

	Fulton County, GA
	2004
	814438
	905802
	11.2
	

	Fulton County, GA
	2005
	915623
	934242
	2.0
	

	Genoia, UT
	2003
	937
	1139
	21.6
	

	Goshen, UT
	2005
	775
	935
	20.6
	

	Great Bend, KS
	2004
	14851
	15441
	4.0
	

	Great Bend, KS
	2005
	15440
	15501
	0.4
	

	Harker Hts, TX
	2003
	18365
	19292
	5.0
	

	Hastings, NE
	2004
	23404
	25107
	7.3
	

	Highland, UT
	2003
	9642
	11141
	15.5
	

	Hoffman Estates, IL
	2004
	49823
	51496
	3.4
	

	Houston, TX
	2005
	2016582
	2076189
	3.0
	

	Humboldt, NV
	2003
	14709
	16562
	12.6
	

	Huntsville, AL
	2004
	164146
	164570
	0.3
	

	Jackson, OH
	2003
	37213
	39558
	6.3
	

	Jefferson County, NY
	2002
	108160
	113936
	5.3
	

	Jefferson County, NY
	2004
	111467
	111424
	0.0
	

	Kings County
	2005
	2,486,235
	2511408
	1.0
	

	Kings County
	2004
	2475290
	2497859
	0.9
	

	Kings County
	2003
	2472523
	2483164
	0.4
	

	Kissimmee,FL
	2002
	48932
	51717
	5.7
	

	Knoxville
	2003
	173,278
	177,595
	2.5
	

	Lawrence, KS
	2005
	81816
	88664
	8.4
	

	Lee County, GA
	2001
	25539
	26745
	4.7
	

	Lee County, GA
	2003
	28410
	28837
	1.5
	

	Lee County, GA
	2002
	27382
	27727
	1.3
	

	Lee County, NC
	2004
	49162
	54417
	10.7
	

	Lehi, UT
	2004
	25665
	27633
	7.7
	

	Lindon, UT
	2004
	8489
	9410
	10.8
	

	Logan, UT
	2002
	42922
	44701
	4.1
	

	Logan, UT
	2003
	43675
	44994
	3.0
	

	Logan, UT
	2004
	45517
	45795
	0.6
	

	Lorain, OH
	2005
	67820
	69803
	2.9
	

	Lubbock County, TX
	2001
	243999
	245677
	0.7
	

	Manhattan, KS
	2003
	44733
	46803
	4.6
	

	Manhattan, KS
	2005
	48668
	49462
	1.6
	

	Mantua, NJ
	2004
	14290
	14846
	3.9
	

	Mantua, NJ
	2005
	14873
	14920
	0.3
	

	Mapleton, UT
	2005
	5972
	7001
	17.2
	

	Medford, MA
	2005
	53523
	55798
	4.3
	

	Mentor, OH
	2003
	50004
	51092
	2.2
	

	Mountain Brook, AL
	2003
	19938
	20693
	3.8
	

	Mountain Park, GA
	2004
	492
	555
	12.8
	

	Mt. Washington, KY
	2005
	8624
	11604
	34.6
	

	New Bern, NC
	2004
	23368
	25684
	9.9
	

	New Bern, NC
	2005
	24106
	26468
	9.8
	

	New Whiteland, IN
	2005
	4431
	5503
	24.2
	

	New York County, NY
	2004
	1562723
	1590911
	1.8
	

	New York County, NY
	2005
	1593200
	1606275
	0.8
	

	New York, NY
	2005
	8143197
	8213839
	0.9
	

	New York, NY
	2004
	8104079
	8168338
	0.8
	

	New York, NY
	2003
	8085742
	8115135
	0.4
	

	North Logan, UT
	2005
	6730
	7444
	10.6
	

	Ogden, UT
	2005
	78309
	81605
	4.2
	

	Orange, OH
	2003
	14307
	16776
	17.3
	

	Orem, UT
	2002
	83662
	86346
	3.2
	

	Ottawa, KS
	2003
	12031
	12330
	2.5
	

	Palm Coast, FL
	2003
	37266
	44406
	19.2
	

	Palm Coast, FL
	2004
	44427
	51208
	15.3
	

	Payson, UT
	2004
	14542
	15990
	10.0
	

	Pleasant Grove, UT
	2003
	23901
	25078
	4.9
	

	Pocatello, ID
	2004
	50723
	52910
	4.3
	

	Provo, UT
	2004
	99624
	111718
	12.1
	

	Provo, UT
	2005
	113459
	115135
	1.5
	

	Queens County
	2003
	2225486
	2244238
	0.8
	

	Queens County
	2005
	2241600
	2256576
	0.7
	

	Queens County
	2004
	2237216
	2250718
	0.6
	

	Rexburg, ID
	2002
	17558
	18847
	7.3
	

	Rhodhiss, NC
	2002
	519
	897
	72.8
	

	Richmond County, NY
	2005
	464573
	475014
	2.2
	

	River Bend, NC
	2005
	2755
	3023
	9.7
	

	Rockland County, NY
	2005
	292912
	294636
	0.6
	

	Roswell, GA 
	2003
	78229
	83911
	7.3
	

	Salem, UT
	2005
	4725
	5519
	16.8
	

	Santaquin, UT
	2004
	5815
	6545
	12.6
	

	Shelby, MT
	2002
	3148
	3408
	8.3
	

	Shelby, MT
	2005
	3327
	3420
	2.8
	

	Skokie, IL
	2002
	63126
	63585
	0.7
	

	Skokie, IL
	2003
	63633
	63679
	0.1
	

	South Jordan, UT
	2003
	33589
	34376
	2.3
	

	Spanish Fork, UT
	2004
	22839
	25528
	11.8
	

	Springfield, IL
	2002
	111,834
	112,854
	0.9
	

	Springville, UT
	2004
	21507
	24448
	13.7
	

	St. Cloud, MN
	2003
	59458
	63807
	7.3
	

	St. Louis, MO
	2003
	332223
	348039
	4.8
	

	St. Louis, MO
	2005
	344362
	352572
	2.4
	

	St. Louis, MO
	2004
	343279
	350705
	2.2
	

	Stafford, NJ
	2002
	23785
	23917
	0.6
	

	Stillwater, OK
	2005
	40906
	45674
	11.7
	

	Sugar City, ID
	2004
	765
	1448
	89.3
	

	Utah County, UT
	2004
	403352
	429166
	6.4
	

	West Valley, UT
	2005
	113300
	118917
	5.0
	

	Westchester County, NY
	2005
	940807
	947719
	0.7
	

	Woodland Hills, UT
	2003
	1099
	1146
	4.3
	

	
	
	59217339
	60164000
	1.6
	


� Tennessee Center for Policy Research, How Business Friendly Are Tennessee’s Cities?, Policy Report No. 07-01, March 7, 2007.


� See, David Eichenthal, Why Mid Size Cities Grow and What It Means for Chattanooga, Presentation to the Brookings Institution Metropolitan Policy Program, September 30, 2005 available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.researchcouncil.net" ��www.researchcouncil.net�. 


� See, e.g., Testimony of Warren A. Brown, Director, Program on Applied Demographics, Cornell Institute for Social and Economic Research, Subcommittee on Federalism and the Census, September 6, 2006.


� Greg Harper, Chuck Coleman and Jason Devine, Evaluation of 2000 Subcounty Population Estimates (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003).


� There are geographic concentrations.  For example, 26 out of the 97 challenging jurisdictions were from Utah.  Among cities, 66 were cities with a population of under 100,000 and 9 were from the 57 U.S. cities with a population of 300,000 or more.  Just 7 midsize cities – out of 182 nationally – have successfully challenged their estimate.
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