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City of Decatur, Alabama

COMMUNITY 
FACTBOOK

A Summary of Conditions and Trends

This report provides an overview of key existing conditions and trends for the Decatur community. It is the 
first of a two-part approach to technical analysis for Decatur's Comprehensive Plan. The summary draws 
upon readily-available data sources such as the US Census, 2014 American Community Survey and other 
recent city studies. It does not include results of public input from the Listening and Learning workshops. This 
report is intended to initiate conversations about the future and help to identify topics where more detailed 
analysis should be undertaken as part of the strategic analysis phase of the comprehensive plan process. This 
report is organized into three sections:

1. People (page 2) 
Population and household characteristics 
and demographic trends 

2. Prosperity (page 7) 
Economy and employment, income, 
poverty, housing cost, and education

3. Place (page 13) 
Development, land use and character, 
housing, transportation, and parks and 
open space 

Part 2: Strategic Analysis
The second part of technical analysis, which will follow this report in 

several installments, is expected to address the following topics:

Land Use and Design
• Development 

opportunities 
• Continued evaluation of 

existing character 
• Assessment of existing 

regulations related to 
opportunities

Transportation
• Street character as it 

relates to land use
• Existing capital 

programs and planning
• Opportunities to 

improve mobility by 
various modes (bike, 
pedestrian, transit).

• Approaches to financing 
transportation

Economic Development
• Economic base 

assessment
• Target business and 

industry opportunities 
(including tourism)

• Labor force and 
educational/training 
opportunities

• Fiscal Analysis 

Housing
• Assessment of housing 

conditions and trends
• Assessment of work 

underway to improve 
neighborhoods

Open Space & Recreation
• Continued assessment 

of city parks and 
recreational facilities 
and programming 

• Evaluation of open 
space (location, quality, 
quantity, opportunities)

Community Facilities
• Qualitative inventory 

of key community and 
cultural facilities and 
services

• Assessment of public 
infrastructure such as 
utility conditions such 
as water, wastewater, 
stormwater, electric, 
and fiber optic systems 

Government
• Qualitative assessment 

of intergovernmental 
coordination and 
potential gaps in 
important relationships 
or government functions

Historic Preservation
• Qualitative assessment 

of intergovernmental 
coordination and 
potential gaps in 
important relationships 
or government functions

 

Learning
• Further evaluation 

of K-12 educational 
initiatives and higher 
education as they relate 
to city policiess

 

Health & Wellness
Documentation of 
initiatives related to 
healthcare and wellness 
in the community and 
implications for city 
policies

Other specific topics may be included in the strategic analysis to clarify aspects of this Factbook. 
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City of Decatur, Alabama

Low rate of population growth in the 
past 15 years. According to the 2014 
estimate from the US Census, Decatur’s 
population is 55,641. That estimate 
represents a growth of 1,712 people or 
3.2% since the year 2000. Meanwhile, 
Morgan County (including Decatur) 
added over 8,680 people, or a growth 
rate of 7.8%. For comparison, the state 
of Alabama averaged 8.3% growth since 
2000. Limestone and Madison Counties 
grew by 32.7% and 24% respectively, 
fueled primarily by growth in Huntsville. 
Decatur’s growth rate in the past 15 years 
is notably lower than prior to 2000, 
when its population grew at least 10% 
per decade and maintained a similar 
growth rate as Morgan County overall.               
(Fig 1.1 and 1.2)

Growth in the number of households 
is stagnant. Nationally, the size of 
households has gradually become smaller 
during the latter half of the twentieth 
century as families have fewer children, 
young people delay starting families, and 
the number of “empty nester” households 
grows with people living longer. In many 
communities, this trend has meant 
that the number of households has 
grown faster than the rate of population 
growth. In the past decade, this long-
term national trend slowed and even 
reversed in some communities as people 
chose to live together due to economic 
constraints. Decatur is a community 
(along with the State of Alabama on 
average) that differed from the national 
trend. Since 2000, the number of 
households in Decatur changed little 

1. PEOPLE
Decatur's population has grown very slowly in the past fifteen years compared to the state's average 
growth rate and earlier periods of Decatur's history. Meanwhile the surrounding counties have grown at 
a much faster rate. Yet, the composition of Decatur's population in terms of age, household makeup, and 
racial diversity has been changing.  

POPULATION & HOUSEHOLDS

FIG 1.2. CHANGE IN POPULATION 1960-2014

Source: U.S. Census (1960-2010 Census of Population and 2014 American Community Survey)

Decatur

Morgan County 119,744 7.8%

Limestone County 87,167 32.7%

Madison County 343,229 24.0%

Lawrence County 33,835 -2.8%

Alabama 4,817,678 8.3%

FIG 1.1. POPULATION, 2014 (CHANGE SINCE 2000)

55,641
population

(2014 estimate)
change in pop. 
 (2000-2014)

 3.2%
+ 1,712

Source: U.S. Census
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Decatur

Morgan County 45,856 5.2%

Limestone County 32,156 30.2%

Alabama 1,842,174 6.1%

(grew by less than one percent) and the 
total households in Alabama increased 
by 6%. Meanwhile, the number of 
households in Limestone County grew by 
30%. (Fig 1.3)

While the total number of households 
in Decatur has changed little over the 
past 15 years, the composition of those 
households has shifted.

Family households (and those with 
children) are decreasing in number. 
The majority of Decatur households 
are families (approximately 63% in 
2014). However the proportion of family 
households in Decatur is slightly lower 
than in Morgan County (69%), Limestone 
County (72%), and the state of Alabama 
(67%). Likewise, the proportion of 
households with children under the age 
of 18 is lower in Decatur (approximately 
29%) compared to Morgan (32%) and 
Limestone (32%) Counties as well as in 
the state (31%). In all of these places, 
family households are growing at a lower 
rate than non-family households.  (Fig 1.4)

Single-person households are the fastest 
growing type. Family households are 
declining in number, while households of 
persons living alone increased in Decatur 
by approximately 16% since 2000 
(adding 1,048 households). Single-person 
households also grew in Morgan County 
and Limestone County by 18% and 39% 
respectively. 

The following definitions related to 
households are used by both the US 
Census Bureau and Department of 
Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD). These definitions underly the 
terms "household" and "family" in the 
above statistics.

what is a household?
A person or group of people living 
together in one housing unit. 

what is a housing unit?
A house, apartment, mobile home, 
group of rooms or single room, which 
are intended as separate living quarters. 

what is a family household?
A group of two or more  people living 
together in a housing unit who are 
related by birth, marriage, adoption, etc. 

FIG 1.3. NUMBER OF HOUSEHOLDS 2000-2014

22,006
households

(2014 estimate)
change in hh. 
 (2000-2014)

 0.8%
+182

Source: U.S. Census

Alabama

2000

2014

FIG 1.4. TYPE OF HOUSEHOLDS 2000-2014

Decatur

Morgan County

Limestone County

Alabama

33% single person

63% family 

29% with children under age 18 

2014 37% non-family

69% 

72% 

67% 

31% 

28% 

33% 

2000
29% single person32% with children under age 18 

68% family 32% non-family

2014

2014

2014

Source: U.S. Census

The Fair Housing Act provides protection 
against housing discrimination to seven 
"protected classes" that includes familial 
status. The FHA definition of family differs 
slightly from that used by the Census.

For familial status protection to apply, 
the law requires that there be at least 
one person in a household under 18 years 
old. The child/children may live with 
a biological parent, stepparent, foster 
parent, grandparent, or any other adult 
who has legal custody of them. The marital 
status of adult tenants is irrelevant. 
Also, children don’t have to be part of a 
household yet. Tenants are also protected 
against familial status discrimination if 
they’re expecting a child to become part of 
their household.
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An aging population, similar to state and 
national trends. Since 2000, Decatur’s 
median age increased from 36.3 to 38.4 
years. The median age and change in 
the age of Decatur’s population closely 
mirrors state-wide trends. (Fig 1.5)

The younger population is decreasing 
in number. Decatur’s overall population 
increased by three percent between 2000 
and 2014, while the population change by 
age group varied. The population under 
age 15, those aged 15-24 and 35-44 
all decreased, while there was a small 
increase of one percent in the 25-34 
cohort. The largest decrease was in the 
35-44 age group (-17%). That group 
also was the only cohort to decline in 
the state of Alabama (-11%). Part of the 
decline in that group is due to inevitable 
demographic shifts as the large Baby 
Boomer generations spanned the 35-
44 and 45-54 year old cohorts 15 years 
ago.  However, the decline of the 34-44 
year olds is also notable because this 
group is most likely to have school-age 
children. That demographic has fueled 
the high demand for single-family homes 
nationwide over the past 20 years. (Fig 
1.6)

A growing number of Decatur residents 
are now at, or approaching, retirement 
age. The fastest growing 10-year age 
cohort in terms of both count and percent 
was the 55-64 year olds. This group, 
which includes the beginning of the 
Baby Boomer generation, added 1,999 
people, an increase of 40% since the year 
2000. Seniors over age 64 increased by 
approximately 1,600, which amounts to 
an increase of 45%. Following national 
trends, these older groups are expected 
to continue to grow as a percentage of 
Decatur’s population in the future due in 
large part to longer expected lifespans.  
(Fig 1.6)

An aging population has many 
implications for city policy including the 
type of housing available, transportation 
access and safety, healthcare facilities, 
retail, service and recreational needs.

AGE

FIG 1.5. MEDIAN AGE OF POPULATION 

Decatur

Morgan County 39.1 6.8%

Limestone County 38.8 8.4%

Alabama 38.0 6.7%

38.4
median age (years)

(2014 estimate)
change in median age 

 (2000-2014)

 
5.8%

Source: U.S. Census

Source: U.S. Census, American Community Survey, 2014
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Increasing race and ethnic diversity. 
Despite the fact that Decatur’s population 
is predominantly caucasian (white), there 
has been a significant increase in diversity 
since 2000. The population identifying 
as white decreased by more than 1,100 
people, while those identifying as non-
white or two or more races increased 
by more than 2,800. About half of that 
increase was among the African American 
population (which grew by 14.3%).        
(Fig 1.8)

Hispanic population more than doubled 
in the last decade. The Census counts 
Hispanic origin separate from race (see 
box below). Since 2000 the Hispanic 
population increased in Decatur by more 
than 4,168 residents or approximately 
137%. Decatur is one of many places 
in Alabama experiencing this trend. 
Statewide, the change in the Hispanic 
population since 2000 is 154%, yet that 
group makes up about 4% of Alabama’s 
population. Proportionally, Decatur has a 
larger Hispanic community, representing 
13% of the city's current population. (Figs 
1.7 and 1.8)

Foreign-born population experiencing 
an increase. The number of foreign-
born residents of Decatur represents 
7.6% of the total population, double the 
percentage represented in the statewide 
population of foreign-born (3.5%). Of 
the foreign-born population, 14% are 
naturalized U.S. citizens and 86% are not 
U.S. citizens. (Fig 1.8)

DIVERSITY

Race and Ethnicity
Ethnicity and race are sometimes – but 
not always – synonymous. For example, 
the Census Bureau considers “Hispanic 
or Latino” to be an ethnic designation, but 
it considers “African American” to be a 
racial designation. A person may identify 
with one or both. An ethnicity is often 
a social classification whereas race is 
primarily defined by physical characteristics. 
According to the Census, a hispanic person 
might identify their race as “white,” “black” 
or “other.” 

FIG 1.8. RACE AND ETHNICITY, 2014

   Decatur Alabama

2014  % of Pop.  % of Pop. 

White 39,610 71.2% 69.1%

Black or African American 12,060 21.7% 26.4%

Asian 566 1.0% 1.2%

Some other race 1,341 2.4% 1.2%

Two or more races 1,452 2.6% 1.6%

Hispanic (of any race) 7,208 13.0% 4.0%

Foreign-born 4,213 7.6% 3.5%

Source: U.S. Census

Source: U.S. Census
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5%       10%       15%       20%      25%     

  
percent of jobs

Public administration

Other services, except public 
administration

Arts, entertainment, 
recreation, accommodation 

and food services

Educational services, health 
care, and social assistance

Professional, scientific, 
management, and 

administrative services

Finance, insurance, real 
estate, rental and leasing

Information

Transportation, warehousing, 
and utilities

Retail trade

Wholesale trade

Manufacturing

Construction 

-134

-105

-211

-47

+72

+937

+154

-377

-1638

FIG 2.1. JOBS BY INDUSTRY

Decatur 
Alabama
Nation

Change from 20002014

+669

+563

+633

3.6% (886)

5.1% (1,269)

10.2% (2,540)

17.5% (4,340)

9.5% (2,347)

4.3% (1,068)

1.2% (300)

4.1% (1,015)

13.9% (3,448)

1.5% (375)

18.5% (4,587)

9.8% (2,423)
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City of Decatur, Alabama

A largest industries in Decatur (by 
number of jobs) are manufacturing and 
educational, healthcare, social assistance 
services. As of 2014 estimates, there are 
24,827 jobs in Decatur (an increase of 
2% since 2000). Manufacturing is the 
largest sector, accounting for 4,587 jobs 
(18.5%) followed by Educational Services 
and Healthcare, accounting for 4,340 jobs 
(17.5%). Retail Trade is the third largest 
sector with nearly 3,500 jobs (13.9%).
(Fig 2.1)

Manufacturing employment has declined 
while other sectors have grown. Since the 
year 2000, the number of manufacturing 
jobs in Decatur has declined by 1,638. 
Despite that decline, manufacturing still 
makes up a larger share of Decatur's 
jobs than in the state of Alabama 
overall (14%). Growth in several sectors 
compensated for the growing sectors 
include Arts/Entertainment/Recreation 
(937 jobs added), Professional/Scientific/
Management (669 jobs added), 
Construction (633 jobs added), and Retail 
Trade (563 jobs added). (Fig 2.1)

Diverse economy spread through many 
sectors. The city’s economy is supported 
by a number large of employers from 
both the public and the private sector. 
The largest of these are Decatur-Morgan 
Hospital employing 1,499 workers, 
General Electric employing 1,338 workers 
and Decatur City Schools employing about 
1,200. Morgan County Schools, Wayne 
Farms Prepared Foods, Wayne Farms 
Fresh Facility, 3M Company and United 
Launch Alliance employ between 800 to 
1,000 workers on a daily basis. (Fig 2.2)

2. PROSPERITY
Much like the city's population growth, the increase in jobs within Decatur since 2000 has been small. 
However the city has a diverse employment base and while the number of jobs in certain sectors have 
declined, jobs in other sectors have increased. Decatur's statistics related to personal prosperity (such as 
income, poverty, and education) reveal significant challenges.   

ECONOMY & EMPLOYMENT

Source: U.S. Census, American Community Survey, 2014
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percent of workforce

Production, transportation, 
and material moving

Natural resources, 
construction, and 
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FIG 2.4. OCCUPATIONS FOR DECATUR'S WORKFORCE
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Source: U.S. Census

FIG 2.2. LARGEST EMPLOYERS 2014

EMPLOYER INDUSTRY EMPLOYEES

Decatur-Morgan Hospital Medical Facility 1,449

General Electric Refrigerators 1,338

Decatur City Schools Education System 1,200

Morgan County Schools Education System 991

Wayne Farms Prepared Foods Poultry Processing 942

Wayne Farms Fresh Facility Poultry Processing 871

3M Company Industrial Chemicals 850

United Launch Alliance Rocket Boosters 808

Nucor Steel Decatur, LLC Steel Mill 721

Gemstone Foods, LLC Poultry Processing 570

22,396
Workers employed 
in Decatur but Live 

Outside

8,560
Employed & Live 

in Decatur

14,494
Live in Decatur, 

Employed Outside

FIG 2.3. EMPLOYMENT INFLOW-OUTFLOW 

Source: U.S. Census

A majority of jobs within Decatur are 
filled by non-residents. Decatur has a 
larger number of people that commute 
into the city to work than of people who 
live and work in Decatur. Of 23,054 
employed residents in Decatur, 62.9% 
(14,494) are employed outside the city; 
only 8,560 people (37.1%) live and work in 
Decatur. However, Decatur also employs 
many people who do not live within the 
city limits. Of 30,956 people who work 
in Decatur, 72.3% (22,396 people) live 
outside of the city. (Fig 2.3)

Decatur’s workforce is employed in 
a range of occupations. Of the city’s 
employed residents, approximately 
30% work in occupations relating to 
management, business, science, and 
arts. This is followed by 24% of residents 
employed in sales and office occupations, 
17.3% in production, transportation, 
material moving, and 17.1% employed 
in service occupations. Only 12.1% of 
the workforce is employed in natural 
resources, construction and maintenance 
occupations. (Fig 2.4)

Low unemployment rate. Recent 
unemployment figures from April 2016 
show Decatur’s unemployment rate at 
5.4%, which is slightly lower than the 
State of Alabama (6.1%) but is slightly 
higher than the national unemployment 
rate (5.0%). 

More detailed analysis on the local 
economy's strengths, weaknesses, and 
opportunities and conditions of the 
city's fiscal health will be conducted 
during the strategic analysis phase of the 
comprehensive plan process.

Source: U.S. Census, American Community Survey, 2014
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Household incomes are slightly below 
state median and growing more slowly. 
Decatur’s median household income, at 
$42,867, is lower than that in Morgan 
County ($45,341), Limestone County 
($49,461) and the state ($43,511). Also, 
household income in Decatur is growing 
slower these comparison places. While 
the median household income increased 
by 27% in Alabama between 2000 and 
2014, it only climbed 15% in Decatur 
while it grew higher in the counties 
(Limestone County 32% and Morgan 
County 20%). Adjusted for inflation, 
Decatur’s median household income 
has decreased slightly (1%) since 2000 
(when it was $43,090 adjusted for 
inflation). (Fig 2.5)

HOUSEHOLD INCOME 

FIG 2.5. MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME

Decatur

Morgan County $45,341 20% 2%

Limestone County $49,461 32% 6%

Alabama $43,511 27% 3%

$42,867
(2014 estimate) change  

 (2000-2014)

 15%

Source: U.S. Census

 
inflation-adjusted  

change 
 (2000-2014)

 -1%

FIG 2.6. HOUSEHOLD INCOME 2014
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POVERTY 
High poverty rates, but decreasing. The 
percent of Decatur residents below the 
poverty level in 2014 is estimated to be 
18.7%, which is much higher than in Morgan 
County (14.4%) and Limestone County 
(13.3%). However, the city’s poverty rate 
is more similar to that of Alabama’s, at 
18.9%. However, Decatur’s poverty rate 
has decreased since 2000, when it was at 
19.8%. During that time the poverty rates 
in both counties and the state increased.     
(Fig 2.7)

Disproportionate rates of poverty. Poverty 
in Decatur affects age groups and racial 
minorities disproportionately. Children 
under age 18 have the highest poverty 
rates in Decatur, at 31.7%, compared to the 
population aged 18-64 (16.1%) and seniors 
(9.4%). African-Americans, Asians, people 
of mixed race, and Hispanics also have high 
rates of poverty (rates of 32.6%, 31.3%, 
35.3% and 28.4% respectively) compared 
to 14.4% for whites. These trends are 
similar to those in Alabama overall. (Fig 2.8)

Poverty Rate Calculation
The poverty rate refers to the percentage 
of the population whose household income 
falls below the nationally-calculated Poverty 
Thresholds. If a household’s total (pre-
tax) income is less than the corresponding 
threshold, all members of that family are 
considered to be in poverty. Thresholds are 
determined according to family size: for 
example, the threshold income for a family 
of four (with two children) is $24,008. The 
threshold for a single person under the age of 
65 is $12,071. (Source: US Census)

The threshold to qualify for the School 
Breakfast and Lunch Programs in Alabama 
is higher (more generous) than the federal 
poverty threshold. For example, a family of 
four must have a household income under 
$44,955 to qualify for free or discounted 
meals.

FIG 2.7. POVERTY RATE (POPULATION BELOW FEDERAL POVERTY THRESHOLD)  

Decatur

Morgan County 14.4% 15.1%

Limestone County 13.3% 14.1%

Alabama 17.4% 18.9%

18.7%
20142000

 19.8%

Source: U.S. Census
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Source: U.S. Census
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FIG 2.8. POVERTY BY RACE AND HISPANIC OR LATINO ORIGIN 2014
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Size of Family Unit
Weighted
average

thresholds

Related children under 18 years

None One Two Three Four

One person (unrelated) $12,071

Under 65 years $12,316 $12,316

65 years and over $11,354 $11,354

Two People $15,379

Householder under 65 $15,934 $15,853 $16,317

Householder 65+ $14,326 $14,309 $16,256

3 people or more $18,850 $18,518 $19,055 $19,073

4 people or more $24,230 $24,418 $24,817 $24,008 $24,091

5 people or more $28,695 $29,447 $29,875 $28,960 $28,252 $27,820

FIG 2.9. POVERTY THRESHOLDS FOR 2014 BY SIZE OF FAMILY AND 
NUMBER OF RELATED CHILDREN UNDER 18 YEARS

Source: U.S. Census
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HOUSING COST

The cost of rental housing in Decatur 
is lower than average for Alabama 
and has been increasing more slowly. 
The median monthly rent in Decatur is 
notably lower than that of Alabama, at 
$606 compared to $715. Since the year 
2000, the median rent in Decatur has 
increased by 29% compared to 46% 
statewide. The lower rents in Decatur 
are likely related to the age and quality 
of available rental housing (see Place 
section for more). (Fig 2.10)

The median value of owner-occupied 
homes in Decatur is similar to the 
state median. Since 2010, the median 
value has fallen slightly (-2%) while it 
has risen modestly in Alabama (5%). 
(Fig 2.11)

Decatur 
Limestone 

County
Morgan
County Alabama

Change Value 2000-2010 41% 42% 30% 38%
Change Rent 2000-2010 29% 44% 31% 46%
Change Value 2010-2014 -2% 13% 6% 5%
Change Rent 2010-2014 9% 11% 8% 9%

Source: U.S. Census

Decatur 
Limestone 

County
Morgan
County Alabama

Median Value $123,500 $138,100 $121,900 $123,800
Median Rent $606 $626 $609 $715

FIG 2.10. MEDIAN RENT AND VALUE OF HOUSING, 2014

FIG 2.11. HOUSING VALUE AND RENT CHANGE 2000-2014

More information about the current 
condition of housing in Decatur is 
presented in the Place section of this 
report.

Additional analysis on housing conditions 
will be conducted during the strategic 
analysis phase of the comprehensive plan 
process.
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FIG 2.12. HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION ATTAINED, 2014

Source: U.S. Census    * Population 25 years and over
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EDUCATION

The educational attainment of Decatur's 
adult population is somewhat lower than 
state and national average.  Overall the 
proportion of Decatur residents with a 
college degree is 29.8%, which is similar 
to the state overall (30.7%). However 
Decatur has a lower proportion of 
residents whose highest level of education 
is graduate of high school (28.5% 
compared to 31.1% statewide), while 
the community has a higher proportion 
of residents with less than a 9th grade 
education (7.8% compared to 5.5% 
statewide). (Fig 2.12)

Decatur City Schools perform comparably 
to state averages. As of 2015, slightly 
more than half of the Decatur's City 
schools students met benchmarks in 
English, but only 19% met benchmarks 
in all four subjects (English, Reading, 
Math, and Science). Decatur City Schools 
students ACT scores reflect Alabama's in 
English, Reading, and Math, and slightly 
exceed the state's in Science. Graduation 
rates have significanlty increased from 
64% in 2011 to 89 % in 2015. The 
graduation rates amongst white, black, 
and Hispanic students varies. In 2015 the 
graduation rate for white students was 
91%, 85% for black students, and 90% for 
Hispanic students. 

The enrollment of Hispanic students 
has significantly increased. Since 1996 
the enrollment of Hispanic students has 
increased more than any other other 
ethnicity in the school district. In 1996 the 
percent of Hispanic students was 0.5% 
and has increased to 24% as of 2016, 
making up almost a third of the students in 
the school district. These students typically 
enter the school system with very limited 
English skills but are expected to complete 
standardized tests. 

Decutur City Schools have a higher 
percentage of students who receive free 
and reduced lunch. 55.6% of students 
enrolled in Decatur City Schools receive 
free and reduced lunch, higher than 
Morgan County and Limestone Counties. 
(Fig 2.9)

Morgan County

Limestone 
County

Decatur City 

Free and Reduced Lunch

47.6% 

48.6% 

55.6% 

FIG 2.9. PERCENT OF STUDENTS WHO RECEIVE FREE AND 
REDUCED LUNCH 2015

The threshold to qualify for the School Breakfast and Lunch Programs in Alabama is higher 
(more generous) than the federal poverty threshold. For example, a family of four must have 
a household income under $44,955 to qualify for free or discounted meals.

For more information about the Decatur 
City School District performance please 
visit the following website: https://public.
tableau.com/profile/parca7195#!/vizhome/
Decatur2015AspireACT/MainStory



Decatur's physical characteristics are among its valuable assets. It's location on the Tennessee River, 
access to Interstate 65, and proximity to the larger city of Huntsville, unique parks and natural areas 
and an revitalizing downtown area can all be drivers of future for growth. But some of Decatur's current 
conditions reveal challenges and mask opportunities. Some neighborhoods struggle with disinvestment, 
while aging retail development lines large sections of the city's corridors, and industrial uses dominate 
prime waterfront land on the river. The city has been proactive in planning and implementing strategies 
to address its challenges and capitalize on its opportunities. 

Several definitions of region. Decatur 
is located almost precisely in the center 
of North Alabama, just to the west of 
Interstate 65, which bisects the northern 
portion of the State. The city is part of 
a region defined by the State as North 
Central Alabama, which covers Cullman, 
Morgan, and Lawrence Counties. It has 
the largest population of any city in this 
region. Decatur is primarily located in 
Morgan County, with some portions of 
the City in Limestone County. 

Though separate regions by state 
definitions, Decatur's core is also 
located 25 miles to the west of the city 
of Huntsville. In fact, the city limits of 

Decatur and Huntsville meet at the 
I-65 / I-565 Interchange (in Limestone 
County). Huntsville and its metropolitan 
area have shown consistent population 
growth in the recent years, with a 24% 
increase since 2000 in Madison County, 
where Huntsville is located. While the 
Huntsville area has grown because of 
growth in technology and aerospace 
industries, the city has also had an 
aggressive policy of outward expansion 
allowing it to capture new growth on its 
urban edge. Today Huntsville is spread 
over 214 square miles, making it the 
third most sprawling non-metropolitan 
government in the country. While the 
growth of Decatur is often compared 

to Huntsville, both cities face similar 
challenges in their older urban areas.
Decatur’s motto is “A Grand City on a 
Charming Scale.” Recent studies by the 
National Association of Realtors, Urban 
Land Institute, and other organizations 
indicate increasing preferences among 
two the nation's largest demographic 
groups (young adults aged 25-35 
and people of retirement age) for 
communities where daily needs are 
close to homes and jobs (often in 
walkable settings) and offer a unique 
character. Decatur's context can offer an 
attractive small-city atmosphere, while 
offering proximity and accessibility to 
the larger region. 

3. PLACE

REGIONAL CONTEXT

MAJOR PLANS AND VISIONS

Decatur 2010 Comprehensive Master Plan 
— Adopted in 1999, this is Decatur's previous 
citywide long term plan. It was served as  "official 
public statement" of growth management and 
developmental policies for the future of the City of  
Decatur through the year 2010. Major achievements 
of that plan include: expansion of industrial 
development in northwest, improvements to the 6th 
Avenue corridor, revised development standards 
for sidewalks, landscaping, and lighting, annexation 
and utility expansion to new development sites in 
Limestone County, and expansion of bicycle and 
pedestrian facilities. 

Envision Decatur: Downtown and Riverfront 
Revitalization Plan — A long-term plan on how 
Decatur's downtown can be revitalized and 
redeveloped to increase commerce, housing and 
interest in the downtown districts. The plan calls 
for the establishment of a thriving arts community, 
active recruitment of businesses, retailers and 
restaurants to the downtown area, creation of mixed 
use building space, building of new residential 
housing and improvement of the overall general 
appearance of Decatur's downtown and gateway 
entrances.  
 
learn more: www.decaturdowntown.org

One Vision One Voice One Morgan County
A Vision and Strategic Plan prepared in 2012 by 
the Decatur Morgan County Chamber. The plan 
developed six areas of focus: a balanced economy; 
diversity and new people; available and attainable 
quality education; keeping the area's best and 
brightest; dynamic, visionary and community-wide 
leadership; and access to quality healthcare. It 
established a goal, action items, and measures of 
success for each focus area.

learn more: http://www.dcc.org/what-we-do/one-
morgan-county/the-plan
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*The Decatur Police Jurisdiction (PJ) boundary that is shown on these maps extends up to three miles outside the city limits, but is 
less where there is a neighboring municipality with its own PJ (the two jurisdictions divide the distance between them evenly). In 
January 2017, Decatur will begin using a 1.5 mile PJ which is not shown on this map. That 1.5 mile boundary will serve as the official 
planning area for the Comprehensive Plan.



n

The area to become Decatur was settled 
in the 1810’s. Originally known as Rhodes 
Ferry Landing, the area surrounded a 
popular Tennessee River ferry crossing run 
by Dr. Henry Rhodes. In the early 1820’s 
the city was incorporated and named after 
Stephen Decatur. The city was also home 
to the eastern terminus of the first railway 
west of the Appalachian Mountains. 
These two prominent transportation 
assets made the city a focus point during 
the Civil War. The city saw heavy damage 
from the war and two settlements arose 
from the rubble; Decatur and New 
Decatur which was located just to the 
southeast. This new town was renamed 
to Albany in 1916 and eventually merged 
with Decatur in 1925. The 1930’s saw the 
largest population growth with significant 
work generated by the Tennessee Valley 
Authority, however the 1980’s saw the 
largest amount of land added to the city. 

Slow physical expansion following the 
1990’s. After adding nearly 20 square 
miles of land in the 1980’s, the rate of 
physical expansion for the City of Decatur 
slowed significantly in the 1990’s. The city 
annexed just under five square miles that 
decade, and has added under two square 
miles acres since 2000. This follows a 
similar trend in the growth of population 
from 1990 through today. The city has 
many opportunities to grow to the south 
and west in area already serviced by the 
police department. (Fig 3.2)

GROWTH HISTORY
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FIG 3.2. LAND AREA ADDED THROUGH ANNEXATION BY DECADE
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FIG 3.3. ANNEXATION HISTORY
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DEVELOPMENT POTENTIAL

n

Over 25% of the city’s land area is 
developable. The city encompasses 58.4 
square miles. Of this area, roughly 25% or 
15 square miles are currently developable. 
The "developable" area is land area that 
is either currently vacant or undeveloped, 
not within the 100-year floodplain and 
not otherwise protected. Most of this 
developable land is in large parcels in the 
southwestern portion of the city and in 
Limestone County. (see note below) (Fig 
3.4)

Scattered vacant parcels. As seen in the 
inset below, there are hundreds of small 
vacant parcels throughout the city's older 
neighborhoods. Some of these parcels 
may have never been developed, but 
many are sites that formerly contained 
a residential structure that had become 
abandoned and was subsequently 
demolished. The city has undertaken an 
proactive blight removal campaign to 
demolish abandoned residential buildings. 

FIG 3.4 DEVELOPABLE LAND

Legend
 City of Decatur

 Developable Land

 Park / Refuge

 100 yr Floodplain

 Water

Downtown Inset

Note: The developable land illustration above 
is an approximation. Undeveloped sites were 
estimated from available parcel and building 
data where "improved value" of a parcel is 
0 (zero) and no buildings are present. This 
method may misclassify some parcels, likely 
undercounting the amount of developable 
land (Examples that may not be included are 
underutilized land that could be redeveloped, 
agricultural land with buildings or large parcels 
that are partially developed and could be 
subdivided for additional development). 
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Single family residential consumes most 
of Decatur’s land area. More than 4,400 
acres (over 50%) of the city is residential 
neighborhoods and most of that land is 
platted for single family homes. Residential 
neighborhoods are classified by pattern 
and charater into five types, which are 
defined in the box below and on page 18 
and mapped on page 17. 

Urban Core. Decatur's Downtown is 
composed of two distinct but connected 
urban areas—the larger core centered on 
2nd Avenue and the smaller Bank Street 
Historic district to the northwest. The 
Envision Decatur Plan envisions these 
areas as complimentary districts (see box 
page 12). 

Physical divisions. The expansive wildlife 
refuge is an immense land area that 
is a unique asset for conservation and 
recreational opportunities. However, the 
refuge creates a physical barrier between 
the Burningtree area to the east, and the 
rest of the city. The railroads and adjacent 
industrial land also create their own east-
west divide. 

Industrial lines the river. Nearly all of the 
city’s river frontage is used for industrial 
activities, with the exception of residential 
and hotel uses near the Downtown. These 
industrial facilities capitalize on the value 
of the Tennessee River as a commercial 
waterway and provide a huge economic 
value to the city. However, there is 
currently little land available along the 
riverfront for other purposes. A number 
of cities (such as Chattanooga, TN, and 
Greenville, SC) have benefitted from 
creating development opportunities on 
their riverfronts for recreational, civic, and 
other uses, and particularly improving the 
connection between their downtowns and 
waterfront.    

EXISTING LAND USE AND CHARACTER

Urban Core. The downtown area. Features highest density 
of development and taller structures. Buildings are typically 
located close to the street and blocks are small in a grid-like 
pattern. Land uses vary and include civic, institutional, office 
and mixed use buildings with ground-floor commercial. 
Parking is generally on-street or shared between buildings.

Core Neighborhood. Small single family residential lots with 
a grid street pattern surrounding the urban core. Homes 
are closer to the street and typically have sidewalks. These 
neighborhoods have a mix of residential types and may 
include other uses such as small office and commercial 
services.

Commercial Corridor. Retail and office land uses which 
are generally car-oriented and developed along corridors. 
Buildings tend to be single-story and set back from the 
street behind surface parking lots. Blocks are long and have 
fewer street connections than in the urban core.

Neighborhood 1. Large lot single family homes in a grid-like 
street pattern. Blocks are longer than in core neighborhoods 
and are less walkable with intermittent sidewalks and 
less access to nearby amenities. Homes are typically 1-1.5 
stories and are set back further from the street than the core 
neighborhoods. 

EXISTING CHARACTER TYPES

This section represents a preliminary 
assessment of existing land use patterns 
based on observation and GIS mapping 
data. Additional assessment on existing 
land use and character will be conducted 
to support the comprehensive plan's land 
use and community design aspects. 
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EXISTING CHARACTER TYPES (CONTINUED)

Commerce District. Light industrial and manufacturing 
uses. These are found along the river and rail corridors. 

Special District / Civic. Includes school campuses, civic 
uses, hospitals and state/federally owned facilities. 
These sites often have a development pattern that is 
unique to each area and may differ significantly from their 
surroundings.

Neighborhood 3. Multi-family developments with either 
apartments or condominiums of varying sizes. This also 
includes attached styles such as row homes or townhouses. 
Developments tend to be large and of a single type and be 
disconnected from other residential and non-residential 
development. 

Recreation. Includes parks, the refuge, and sports/
recreation facilities.

Neighborhood 2. Lot size varies but the street pattern is 
suburban in nature with curved streets, very long blocks, few 
street connections and cul-de-sacs. These developments 
tend to have a limited range of house types and styles within 
them and are typically disconnected from other residential 
types and non-residential development.

Undeveloped. These areas may include agricultural land or 
floodplain or forested land.

Rural Residential. Single family homes generally set far 
back from the roadway on  large lots (over one acre). These 
may be interspersed between agriculutural land uses.
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STREET NETWORK

The city of Decatur plans for and maintains local streets in the 
city while the Decatur Metropolitan Planning Organization 
(MPO) plans and coordinates funding for major transportation 
projects in the metropolitan area per federal requirements. The 
Decatur MPO's Long Range Transportation Plan (LRTP 2035)  
identifies transportation improvements needed over a 25-year 
horizon to enhance the movement of people, goods and services 
throughout the Decatur MPO Planning Area that includes the 
municipalities of Decatur, Hartselle, Priceville, and Trinity as 
well as the adjacent urban area located in Morgan County and 
southern Limestone County in North Central Alabama. The 
LRTP is updated every five years per federal requirements and 
considers all modes of transportation system and effects on 
congestion, safety, economic development, the environment and 
the quality of life for the people living in the planning area. The 
LRTP recommends improvements to the transportation network 
based on projected future needs and has two major components: 
a financially constrained plan and a visionary plan.

Financially constrained improvements are those that can be 
funded through existing or expected sources. The LRTP contains 
road improvement and maintenance recommendations (such as 
the adjacent illustration. See http://decaturalabamausa.com/pdf/
mpo/final_lrtp_2035.pdf

The Visionary Plan includes projects that are needed in the 
planning area, but could not be included in the Financially 
Constrained side of the LRTP because adequate funding is not 
available. The MPO maintains the visionary plan in hopes of 
additional funding availability. The visionary plan serves as a 
source of pre-reviewed projects that could be added to the LRTP 
if any planned project is completed under cost, or with special 
funds, or is eliminated. See the LRTP plan at the above link.

Recent special Corridor Plans include Wilson Street and Red 
Bank Road/Upper River Road studies. The Wilson Street 
Development and Accessibility Plan (2013) was prepared to 
examine the constraints and opportunities and to recommend 
specific strategies for buffers, access, and development that 
benefit the city and the adjacent Vine Street neighborhood. The 
recommended plan contains a three part strategy includes a 
targeted recommendations for traffic, zoning and land use, as well 
as design guidelines that will foster appropriate development.

The Red Bank Road/Upper River Road traffic study (2015) looked 
at existing and projected traffic conditions and assessed the 
potential impact of a proposed elementary school site located in 
the Burning Tree subdivision that will impact the study area roads. 

FIG 3.5 2035 CAPACITY IMPROVEMENT PROJECTS



Extensive recreation and parks 
facilities. The Parks and Recreation 
Department operates four recreation 
community centers, one outdoor and 
one indoor swimming pool, 28 parks 
that include 17 developed playgrounds, 
46 lighted tennis courts, walking trails, 
a splash pad, an archery park, disc 
golf course, and numerous lighted and 
unlighted softball and baseball fields. 
In addition, the department operates 
Wilson Morgan Softball Complex, Jimmy 
Johns Tennis Complex, Jack Allen Soccer 
Complex, and Pt. Mallard Park. The Jack 
Allen Soccer Complex is the newest 
facility and boast an award-winning 27-
acre laser-graded and irrigated soccer/
football venue with sub-grade drainage 
and television-quality lighting.
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Downtown Inset

FIG 3.7 EXISTING SIDEWALKS AND MULTI-USE PATHS

Legend
 Sidewalk

 Multi-Use Trails

Limited sidewalk coverage. The 
city's sidewalk network is incomplete 
and fragmented. Currently, the older 
core neighborhoods and some newer 
neighborhoods are the only areas with 
sidewalks. This condition is the result 
of many years of growth where the city 
lacked formal requirement for sidewalks. 
New subdivisions and many redeveloping 
commercial areas are now required to 
include sidewalks. (Fig 3.7)

Disconnected trail network. Decatur's  
network of multi-use trails is growing, 
however, there are several long segments 
of trails that are not connected to each 
other and typically require driving to the 
trailhead. (Fig 3.7)
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Older housing stock.  Approximately 91% 
all the housing stock in Decatur was built 
before the year 2000. By comparison, only 
81.8% of all housing in the state is from 
before the turn of the century. (Fig 3.7)

Majority of housing units are single-
family. Decatur has a total of 24,651 
housing units. Approximately 73% are 
single family units reflecting a higher 
percentage that the state’s (70.2%). 
Decatur's percentage of multi-family units 
is significantly higher than Limestone 
County, Morgan County and Alabama. 
Similarly Decatur's percentage of mobile 
homes is 1.4%, very low compared to 
Limestone County, Morgan County and 
Alabama. (Fig 3.8)

Vacant housing rate is relatively low. 
Approximately 89% of the housing units 
in Decatur are occupied, leaving 11% 
as vacant housing. The vacancy figures 
reflect similar trends to Limestone and 
Morgan Counties and overall lower 
vacancy rates than in Alabama. (Fig 3.8)
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FIG 3.9. AGE OF HOUSING BY YEAR BUILT, 2014
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Comparable Cities in 
Northern Alabama

2014 
Population

Pop. Change 
2000-2014 Median Age

 population 
under age 18

 population 
over age 65

 Hispanic 
Population

 Non-white 
Population

Comparable Cities in 
Northern Alabama

Median  
Household  

Income
Poverty  

Rate

Median year  
built for all 

housing

 population with 
a college degree 

(age 25+)
Land Area 

 (sq mi)

Decatur 55,641 3.17% 38.4 23.0% 15.6% 13.0% 25.3% Decatur $42,867 18.7% 1977 23.1% 59.9 

Cullman 15,030  7.4% 39.3 22.5% 18.5% 7.3% 3.9% Cullman $37,995 22.0% 1974 21.0% 20.6

Gadsden 36,542  -6.2% 39.7 23.0% 17.1% 4.8% 39.7% Gadsden $27,922 30.8% 1956 15.2% 38.3

Florence 40,059 10.5% 37.1 19.6% 17.8% 2.6% 23.2% Florence $35,632 25.7% 1971 26.7% 25.0

Huntsville 186,254 17.7% 36.8 21.2% 14.3% 5.7% 35.3% Huntsville $49,060 17.6% 1976 39.1% 210

Madison 45,799 56.2% 37.1 26.8% 9.2% 4.5% 23.6% Madison $92,965 6.6% 1995 55.2% 29.7 

Athens 24,000 26.5% 37.9 23.9% 16.3% 8.0% 19.8% Athens $47,354 14.0% 1982 27.2% 39.4 

Other Comparable Cities Other Comparable Cities

Greenville, SC 61,397 9.6% 34.1 19.4% 12.1% 5.5% 33.6% Greenville, SC $41,147 20.2% 1974 41.5% 26.1 

Rock Hill, SC 69,103 38.9% 31.8 23.7% 11.1% 4.8% 44.0% Rock Hill, SC $40,718 24.0% 1991 27.9% 43.2 

Wilson, NC 49,628 11.8% 38.2 24.4% 15.5% 8.8% 50.4% Wilson, NC $38,030 26.8% 1979 23.6% 23.4

Rocky Mount, NC 56,954 1.9% 39.2 23.9% 15.9% 3.3% 66.0% Rocky Mount, NC $36,724 25.5% 1978 18.9% 104.9

Chapel Hill, NC 59,635 22.4% 25.8 16.6% 10.0% 5.9% 24.1% Chapel Hill, NC $62,620 21.7% 1984 74.0% 21.3 

Franklin, TN 68,886 64.6% 37.3 26.5% 10.8% 6.7% 11.9% Franklin, TN $81,432 7.3% 1995 56.1% 30.1 

Cleveland, TN 42,774 15.0% 34.6 22.7% 14.2% 8.8% 12.4% Cleveland, TN $37,325 24.6% 1979 24.3% 26.9 

The following table compares Decatur to other cities in northern Alabama and comparably-sized cities 
in neighboring states. This comparison table may be expanded during the strategic analysis to include 
additional places or metrics. All data are from the 2014 American Community Survey (US Census).

COMPARISON TO OTHER CITIES
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Comparable Cities in 
Northern Alabama

2014 
Population

Pop. Change 
2000-2014 Median Age

 population 
under age 18

 population 
over age 65

 Hispanic 
Population

 Non-white 
Population

Comparable Cities in 
Northern Alabama

Median  
Household  

Income
Poverty  

Rate

Median year  
built for all 

housing

 population with 
a college degree 

(age 25+)
Land Area 

 (sq mi)

Decatur 55,641 3.17% 38.4 23.0% 15.6% 13.0% 25.3% Decatur $42,867 18.7% 1977 23.1% 59.9 

Cullman 15,030  7.4% 39.3 22.5% 18.5% 7.3% 3.9% Cullman $37,995 22.0% 1974 21.0% 20.6

Gadsden 36,542  -6.2% 39.7 23.0% 17.1% 4.8% 39.7% Gadsden $27,922 30.8% 1956 15.2% 38.3

Florence 40,059 10.5% 37.1 19.6% 17.8% 2.6% 23.2% Florence $35,632 25.7% 1971 26.7% 25.0

Huntsville 186,254 17.7% 36.8 21.2% 14.3% 5.7% 35.3% Huntsville $49,060 17.6% 1976 39.1% 210

Madison 45,799 56.2% 37.1 26.8% 9.2% 4.5% 23.6% Madison $92,965 6.6% 1995 55.2% 29.7 

Athens 24,000 26.5% 37.9 23.9% 16.3% 8.0% 19.8% Athens $47,354 14.0% 1982 27.2% 39.4 

Other Comparable Cities Other Comparable Cities

Greenville, SC 61,397 9.6% 34.1 19.4% 12.1% 5.5% 33.6% Greenville, SC $41,147 20.2% 1974 41.5% 26.1 

Rock Hill, SC 69,103 38.9% 31.8 23.7% 11.1% 4.8% 44.0% Rock Hill, SC $40,718 24.0% 1991 27.9% 43.2 

Wilson, NC 49,628 11.8% 38.2 24.4% 15.5% 8.8% 50.4% Wilson, NC $38,030 26.8% 1979 23.6% 23.4

Rocky Mount, NC 56,954 1.9% 39.2 23.9% 15.9% 3.3% 66.0% Rocky Mount, NC $36,724 25.5% 1978 18.9% 104.9

Chapel Hill, NC 59,635 22.4% 25.8 16.6% 10.0% 5.9% 24.1% Chapel Hill, NC $62,620 21.7% 1984 74.0% 21.3 

Franklin, TN 68,886 64.6% 37.3 26.5% 10.8% 6.7% 11.9% Franklin, TN $81,432 7.3% 1995 56.1% 30.1 

Cleveland, TN 42,774 15.0% 34.6 22.7% 14.2% 8.8% 12.4% Cleveland, TN $37,325 24.6% 1979 24.3% 26.9 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 This report provides a summary of findings from a Baseline Economic 
Assessment as well as a Target Industry Analysis for Decatur, Alabama. These 
findings were produced as input to 
OneDecatur, the city of Decatur’s 
Comprehensive Plan. They also 
provide the basis for strategic 
recommendations for the city’s 
economic development as part of the 
plan. 
 
Section 1 of this report discusses 
Decatur’s economic base as well as 
general factors impacting on the city’s 
competitiveness for attracting and 
retaining industry.  
 
A business survey was conducted to 
collect data and information on the 
city’s business base but also to gain 
insights and input on the city’s overall 
competitive advantages as well as 
challenges faced by the city’s various businesses. The findings from the business 
survey are discussed in Section 2.  
 
 Findings from the target industry analysis are provided in Section 3 of this 
report.  Growing industries for which the city of Decatur is competitive are 
recommended for business retention and recruitment. A variety of inputs were 
considered as part of this analysis, including the results of the business survey 
and economic baseline analysis, interviews and focus groups with the business 
community, an assessment of the city’s competitive positioning and geographic 
location, and a review of sector and specific industry clusters and concentrations, 
among others. Ultimately, this target industry analysis also helps inform the 
economic development strategic recommendations that form part of the plan.  
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Section 1. ECONOMIC BASELINE ANALYSIS 

 
 An economic baseline assessment was conducted to provide context on 
the city’s economic heath, as well as the key strengths and challenges to 
advancing the prosperity of all residents and businesses in Decatur. Some 
attention is paid to the city’s location and physical character, which impact on the 
city’s competitiveness for business and economic development.  Employment 
and labor force trends are examined, and the city’s overall economic positioning 
vis-à-vis the broader region is also explored.  
 

Regional Context: Huntsville-Decatur CSA 
 
 Decatur is one of the larger cities in north Alabama, situated roughly half-
way between Nashville and Birmingham. The Decatur Metropolitan Area 
comprises all of Morgan and Lawrence counties, straddling the south side of the 
Tennessee River. The metro population fell by 1.02% between 2010 and 2016, to 
152,256 (ranked 268th of the nation’s 382 metros). Relatively recently, the U.S. 
Census Bureau recognized the emerging regional commutation patterns linking 
Decatur, Athens and Huntsville and designated a new Huntsville-Decatur-
Albertville Combined Statistical Area (CSA).  
 

 
 The recognition that Decatur and Huntsville’s commuter-shed has merged 
is significant in that it provides Decatur with a larger regional labor force and 
market base for marketing and business development purposes. The Combined 
Statistical Area has a total population of 768,033, making it the 65th largest CSA 
in the country. Ultimately, the consolidated metro definition creates larger and 
more diverse economic opportunities.  
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Transportation Critical to Decatur’s Development 
 
 Decatur has long benefited from its location along important transportation 
corridors. The Tennessee River provided an important conduit for the shipment 
of goods from Decatur to other ports along the Tennessee-Mississippi River 

system. Construction of major 
dams starting in the 1920s helped 
enhance transportation 
opportunities along a stretch of the 
Tennessee River formerly 
hampered by shallow shoals. 
Establishment of the Tennessee 
Valley Authority (TVA) power 
supply and riverside ports allowed 
for industrial development. The 
river channel, coupled with the 
advent of rail lines helped propel 
Decatur into a position of 
importance as a hub for 
manufacturing and distribution.  
 
Decatur was one of the first cities 

west of the Appalachians serve by rail, through the Tuscumbia, Courtland, and 
Decatur Railroad. The city’s rail access secured its role as a critical prize during 
the Civil War. Today, Interstate Highway 65 provides direct access to Nashville 
and Birmingham, as well as other large cities from the Upper Midwest to the Gulf 
Coast.  
 

Economic Base 
 
 Decatur has a local labor force of about 26,450, growing at a rate of 0.9% 
per year. Employment tops 25,000 and is growing by 1.2% per year. So, the job 
base is growing faster than the labor force as the city and the nation continue to 
recover from the financial crisis and recession of 2008-10.  Decatur’s 
unemployment rate is roughly equal to that of Huntsville, at 5.4% and is slightly 
higher than in Madison (4.5%) but lower than the state as a whole (5.9%). 
Unemployment has been gradually declining since the recession, mirroring 
trends across the state and the nation.  
 
Employment 
 
 Decatur has a relatively diverse employment base, although 
manufacturing still leads the economy, with nearly one in five jobs. Employment 
is largely distributed among five key sectors including manufacturing (18%), 
health care (14%), retail trade (14%), accommodation & foodservice (10%), and 
administrative services (9%). Other important sectors include education (6%), 
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construction (5%), government (4%), professional & technical services (4%), 
wholesale trade (3%), and finance (3%).  Relatively under-represented in the 
local economy are information services, real estate, arts & entertainment, mining, 
and utilities. The overall employment base is summarized below. 
 
Chart 1 

 
 
 The Decatur Metro (Morgan-Lawrence) employment mix fairly closely 
resembles that of the city, with manufacturing by far the largest employer, 
followed by retail, health care, and accommodation & foodservice.  
 

Decatur MSA vs Huntsville MSA. Employment in the Decatur MSA also 
very closely resembles of that of the neighboring Huntsville MSA, except for just 
two sectors: manufacturing and professional & technical services. As illustrated 
on the following chart, the Decatur area has a much higher share of employment 
concentrated in manufacturing, while Huntsville’s economy is much more 
weighted to professional, scientific, and technical services. Huntsville is home to 
NASA’s Marshall Space Flight Center and the U.S. Army’s Aviation and Missile 
Command at Redstone Arsenal. These Government entities along with their 
various contractors yield one of the largest concentrations of engineers in the 
United States.  
 
 Ultimately, these two sectors define and differentiate the economic 
character of the two cities, with Decatur retaining a traditional heavy 
manufacturing economy and Huntsville oriented to the development of fast-
changing technologies.  
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 Chart 2 

 
 

In some respects, Decatur represents the “Old Economy” of heavy 
manufacturing, dependent on 
river & rail transportation while 
Huntsville represents a “New 
Economy” based on emerging 
technologies. Huntsville’s high 
concentration of engineering jobs 
offers high salaries in a relatively 
affordable market, yielding more 
disposable income.  
 

Decatur manufacturing 
 
 
 

Employment Trends. Decatur has seen slow but steady employment 
growth between 2002 and 2014. Overall, the city has added about 1,700 jobs or 
5.4% during that period. While total employment has grown, there is significant 
variation between sectors. Only seven sectors saw employment growth since 
2002, led by manufacturing, which added almost 2,000 jobs. Management 
services, professional & technical services, transportation, and accommodation & 
foodservice also added jobs since 2002. Growth in accommodation and 
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foodservice provides an indicator of tourism, which has grown independently of 
local economic trends.  
 

Table 1. AT-PLACE EMPLOYMENT TRENDS, COMBINED MSA 
  2002-2014         
        2002-2014 Change 
Industry 2002 2010 2014 Number Percent 
            

Ag/Forestry           904            779          898            (6) -0.7% 
Mining           171            156          141          (30) -21.3% 
Utilities         1,153          1,411       1,401          248  17.7% 
Construction       10,286        10,517     10,859          573  5.3% 

Manufacturing       47,870        37,899     36,942    (10,928) -29.6% 
Wholesale         7,511          7,427       7,892          381  4.8% 
Retail       29,361        28,637     30,006          645  2.1% 
Transportation         3,762          4,174       4,452          690  15.5% 
Information         3,025          2,961       2,906         (119) -4.1% 
Finance         5,036          5,136       5,049            13  0.3% 
Real Estate         2,702          2,506       2,674          (28) -1.0% 
Prof/Tech Services       22,596        34,178     33,247     10,651  32.0% 
Management           923          1,591       1,586          663  41.8% 
Admin       13,022        16,714     18,539       5,517  29.8% 
Education       17,656        19,250     19,692       2,036  10.3% 
Health       20,242        26,498     28,946       8,704  30.1% 
Arts/Ent/Recreation         2,329          2,394       2,458          129  5.2% 
Accom/Foodservice       17,438        20,942     22,211       4,773  21.5% 

Other         5,285          5,783       5,312            27  0.5% 
Government         7,208        10,337     10,323       3,115  30.2% 

            

TOTAL     218,480      239,290    245,534     27,054  11.0% 

  
    

  
Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census and Randall Gross /  
   Development Economics. 

 
  

            
 

 While several sectors have grown since 2002, only three of those sectors 
– professional & technical services, management, and accommodation & 
foodservice – have seen fairly consistent growth over the period. Manufacturing 
added over 2,000 jobs between 2002 and 2010, but lost several hundred jobs by 
2014, no doubt impacted by the lingering effects of the recession. Health care 
has also lost some of the gains it generated prior to 2010. Meanwhile, the 
transportation services sector lost about 40 jobs by 2010, but has since more 
than gained those back. Arts & entertainment has also recovered lost jobs.  
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 Eleven other sectors have seen a net decrease in employment between 
2002 and 2014, led by retail, finance, information, wholesale, real estate, and 
other services. Some sectors, like retail, administrative services, utilities, and 
transportation have gained back many of the jobs they lost between 2002 and 
2010.  Administrative services has gained almost 700 jobs since 2010, and 
growth in this sector appears to be accelerating.   
 

On a regional basis, Decatur has been performing better in terms of job 
growth in management and administrative services, arts & entertainment, and 
professional & technical services. Huntsville has generated faster job growth in 
real estate, finance, retail, and information services (e.g., media).  
 
     Chart 3 
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Commutation 
 
 About 8,600 people live and work within Decatur, while 14,500 commute 
out of Decatur to work elsewhere in the region. Meanwhile, 22,400 people 
commute in from someplace else to work in Decatur. As noted above, Decatur 
has increasingly integrated into the Huntsville regional commuter-shed. While 
people working in Decatur commute from a broad region, Madison County is 
clearly the prime source of Decatur workers beyond Morgan County, even 
though Madison is not technically part of the Decatur MSA. A map showing the 
ten primary counties from which Decatur workers originate is shown below. 
 
      Map 1 

 
 

 Commuters in to Decatur tend to be younger (more than 50% are under 
the age of 30), and earn higher salaries than the average Decatur worker. This 
suggests that some higher-wage workers are not finding the housing or lifestyle 
that they want in Decatur. More than one-half of commuters work in trade and 
transportation jobs, while lower-wage jobs in manufacturing or services tend to 
be held more often by Decatur residents. There are a number of competitive 
housing locations outside of Decatur that have attracted higher-wage workers.  
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Job Trends versus Housing Growth  
 

As overall employment growth has trended downward since 2000, housing 
development has generally followed. In 2004, the city added about 200 jobs and 
230 housing units. During the recession in 2009, the city added no jobs and less 
than 50 housing units. By 2015, the city was losing jobs and only adding 
replacement housing. This trend is illustrated here. 
 
 Chart 4 

 
Physical Environment 

 
 Decatur benefits from its location along one of America’s great rivers. 
Extensive protected natural areas and wetlands like Wheeler Wildlife Refuge 
provide unparalleled experiences for nature lovers. That being said, the city has 
not taken full advantage of its riverfront. The presence of major industrial facilities 
certainly prevents the city from extensive redevelopment of its riverfront, but 
there are opportunities for enhancing the overall environment along Wilson Street 
and the riverfront. There is under-utilized land, recycling facilities and other use 
that may not represent the highest and best use of this public resource.  
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Downtown Decatur is an increasingly attractive and vibrant resource. 
Similarly, historic residential districts surrounding the downtown area provide 
wonderful housing and lifestyle amenities for residents. However, 6th Avenue 
(Route 31 Corridor) represents a low-quality gateway into the city of Decatur, 
even though this is the route most 
frequently established for visitors to 
the city. Downtown is proximate but 
there are few if any visual cues that 
6th Avenue is close to the center of 
town and to beautiful historic 
neighborhoods. Linkages between 
6th and downtown are relatively 
weak.  
 
 The Beltine similarly lacks 
character as the major commercial corridor around the city, dominated by big box 
retail stores, lodging chains and other sprawling commercial uses.  
 
Industrial Locations  
 
 Morgan County has several industrial and other business development 
locations including Morgan Center Business Park, Mallard Fox Creek Industrial 
Park, and several others but the city has substantial, older underdeveloped 
industrial areas located along its railroads and river areas. Much of these older 
industrial areas could need upgrading and definition to become competitive 
industrial or business parks.  
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Section 2. BUSINESS SURVEY 

 
 A business survey was conducted to assess overall business conditions 
and to collect input on business operations, and on Decatur’s competitive 
advantages and challenges impacting on business decisions. More than 135 
businesses responded to the online survey. Businesses represented a highly-
diverse cross-section of the city’s business community and many brought 
extensive experience operating in the city (23 years on average).  
 

Business Demographics 
 
 The businesses represent the full diversity of economic sectors in the city. 
The median size is about 10 employees (but an extensive range of respondents, 
from 1 to 800). The median age of employees is 45. Businesses are expecting an 
increase in employment of about 4.5% over the next year and 33% of all jobs 
recruited will be for skilled workers. About 55% of the responding businesses 
own their property, with a median size of 10,000 square feet. Approximately 42% 
are in office space, while 22% occupy manufacturing, 20% warehouse, and 12% 
retail business space. An average increase of about 6.4% in the need for real 
estate was expressed among survey respondents.    
 

Market Base 
 
 Responding businesses listed Decatur as accounting for 25% of their 
market. Morgan or Limestone counties accounted for another 25%, on average. 
 
 Chart 5 
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 However, 50% or more of the “primary” market comes from outside of 
Decatur/Morgan County. Nearly 20% of companies listed Huntsville/Madison 
County as their primary market. About 6% generate income from other parts of 
Alabama, 8% from the Southeast and 9% from a national market. About 10% of 
the market for Decatur companies is considered to be “international.” 
 

Reasons to Locate a Business in Decatur 
 
 About 34% of the respondents identified access to a particular customer 
base as the primary reason that they located their business in Decatur. This 
market base includes industrial companies, Decatur residents, federal 
government contractors, and regional market base. Another 28% of respondents 
noted that they located in Decatur because it is their hometown or their family is 
there. Fully 25% are there because they purchased or merged with an existing 
business that was already located in Decatur. Other reasons for being in Decatur 
included the infrastructure, business climate, stability, and certain government 
requirements of contractors (such as being located within a certain distance of 
the government agency being supplied).  
 
 In more general terms, businesses listed the most important reasons for 
being in Decatur as the following: 
 

1) Market base  
2) Client base in area 
3) Central location in the Tennessee Valley 
4) Friendly/hometown feel 
5) Available real estate/space 
6) Low operating costs 

 
Less important reasons included access to the river, rail, or senior talent; 

the central location within the southeastern states, or access to institutions (such 
as hospitals, universities, etc). Thus, the companies that are already located in 
Decatur may not have needed such access.  
 
Competitive Advantages 
 
 Businesses determined that the city’s most significant competitive 
advantages for business operations include location and access to clients, 
growth potential, and lower real estate costs. Access to a labor force and lower-
cost living are also important. The city was not viewed as particularly competitive 
in its supply of higher-end housing, workforce housing, regulatory environment, 
or transportation costs.  
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  Chart 6 

 
 

Challenges to Business in Decatur 
 
 At the top of the list of “disadvantages” to operating a business in Decatur 
are the quality of public education & training. Also near the top of this list are 
challenges relating to employee recruitment and the unavailable labor pool. More 
specifically, a lack of skilled labor and a lack of lifestyle amenities or high-value 
aesthetics are also considered a disadvantage for Decatur.  
 

Among the skills needed in Decatur are those in the construction trades, in 
information technology, and in management & professional fields. Overall 
disadvantages of a Decatur location, as ranked by survey respondents, are 
summarized in the following chart. 
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     Chart 7 

 
  
 Competition to schools and housing from Huntsville and Madison are 
among the top housing issues in Decatur, followed by the lack of (or declining) 
market for housing in the city. Competition and supply were perceived as even 
bigger problems than the quality of schools or housing. Madison and Huntsville 
are also perceived as being competitive due to their high-value amenities and 
more attractive aesthetic conditions. The (high) cost and (poor) location of 
housing in Decatur were not perceived as important issues affecting business 
decisions.   
 
 The key issues impacting on business decisions are ranked, based on the 
responses from the business survey, and illustrated in the chart on the following 
page.  
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    Chart 8 

 
 

Economic Development Issues 
 
 Survey respondents identified the top economic development issues that 
they feel the City needs to address. Among the most important issues listed by 
respondents were the quality and availability of infrastructure (ranging from the 
quality of streets to the availability of high-speed broadband Internet capacity, 
etc). The other significant issue identified in various ways by businesses is the 
need to improve upon or better coordinate the relationships between the City and 
local industry. There are perceptions of a need for more “civility” in conversations 
between the City Government and local business, as well as how that 
relationship is reported in the media.  
 

A third important issue relates to perceptions of the City’s regulatory 
environment. Mainly, there was a response to how regulatory and permitting 
decisions were made under previous staff, where decisions seemed to be made 
at the “whim” of local enforcement officers and officials. 
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 Chart 9 

 
 
 In general, there was a desire for the City to be promoted as more 
“business friendly” in how it works with business, but there was also recognition 
of noticeable improvements that have occurred more recently in the permitting 
decision loop.  
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Section 3. TARGET INDUSTRY ANALYSIS 

 
 This section provides results from a target industry analysis that examined 
the city’s competitive advantages for various types of businesses, growth 
opportunities, clusters and concentrations, and relative market positioning for 
certain industries. Key inputs included interviews with real estate professionals, 
industrial companies, economic development and chamber representatives in 
addition to the survey of 135 businesses and focus groups with 22 Decatur 
companies.  Other inputs included the economic baseline assessment, analysis 
of competitive advantages, assessment of location quotients (which indicate 
industry concentrations and therefore, location advantages), and analyses of 
regional growth industries.  A vetting process helped gather input from the 
steering committee, City staff, and other key stakeholders.  
 

Competitive Advantages 
 
 Decatur has a number of positive advantages that make it competitive for 
attracting and retaining many different types of businesses. For example, the city 
has a solid, stable industrial base with a long history of building contract and 
downstream supply networks throughout the area.  
 

 
Princess Theater image from Decatur Daily 

 
 Decatur retains its strong transportation network, especially river and rail 
systems along with interstate highway access, that help make the city 
competitive for heavy industry as well as distribution. Highway networks also help 
provide regional market access to Huntsville as well as to Nashville, Atlanta, 
Memphis, and Birmingham.  
 
 Operating costs are generally lower in Decatur when compared with 
Huntsville and larger cities. Real estate, power, wages and the supplier base are 
all competitive when compared with larger cities in the region. Decatur is said to 
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offer a more “collaborative” environment, where businesses help support one 
another and build relationships with each other. Downtown Decatur has 
emerging energy and assets that contribute to its continued revitalization, thereby 
adding to the city’s amenity base along with parks and natural resources, arts 
activities, and historic neighborhoods. Finally, programs like Best and Brightest 
Decatur and incentives offered by economic development agencies help 
enhance the city’s regional competitiveness for attracting business.  
 

Challenges 
 
 Businesses and entrepreneurs have identified various challenges to 
operating in Decatur, whether through the 
surveys, focus groups, or other venues. 
These challenges can be aggregated into 
four groups as follows: 
 

• “Livability” Factors. Issues relating 
to the schools, housing, retail activity 
and physical character are all 
impacting on the city’s 
competitiveness for attracting and 
retaining business.  
 

•  Schools – Scorecard (impacted by ESL) 
•  Housing – Lack of new housing choices 
•  Retail – Lack of Specialty, Entertainment 
•  Character – Gateways, Industrial Riverfront 

 
• Competition from Huntsville / Madison. As noted in the previous 

section, there is direct competition from Huntsville and Madison for 
industry, housing, and schools. Overall there is generally a lack of 
“regional vision” and collaboration between the various entities, although 
attempts are being made to bridge that gap. There is also a lack of 
available competitive business locations in Decatur to compete with other 
sites and buildings in the region. 

 
• Lack of Entrepreneurship. Some businesspeople have expressed an 

issue with the perceived lack of entrepreneurship in Decatur. But there are 
efforts underway to leverage entrepreneurs and small business 
development through the Decatur Entrepreneurial Center and programs 
like Best and Brightest.  
 

• Negative Imaging (Media, Politics).  Again, as noted in the previous 
section, businesses have noted a serious issue negative imaging and the 
need for a solid, positive branding campaign.  
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Concentrations 
 
 An analysis of existing industries and sectors was conducted to identify 
clusters and concentrations of employment and business establishments. 
Concentrations provide an indicator of the types of industries for which Decatur 
already has some competitive advantages for attracting industry and 
complementing a cluster (the intersection of multiple inter-dependent and 
supportive industries.  
 

Table 2. SECTOR CONCENTRATIONS 

  IN DECATUR, 2014   

        

Sector Region State Cluster Rate 

  
  

  

High Concentration 
  

  

Management Services        3.176       2.310  198% 

Finance        1.667       0.874  47% 

Administrative Services        1.231       1.541  3% 

Manufacturing        1.215       1.308  1% 

  
  

  

Low Concentration 
  

  

Prof/Technical Services        0.274       0.706  -93% 

Information Services        0.418       0.383  -78% 

Education Services        0.687       0.603  -51% 

Utilities        0.855       0.424  -35% 

Arts & Recreation        0.900       0.883  -30% 

Real Estate        0.908       0.754  -29% 

Transportation        1.032       0.577  -17% 

  
  

  

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census and 

  Randall Gross / Development 

  Economics.   

 
 Concentrations were identified based on an analysis of location quotients 
(LCs), which generate a ratio of any given industry’s proportion of total Decatur 
employment (or business establishments) to that of the region as a whole. 
Among major industry sectors, Decatur only has a few major sector 
concentrations, and those are generated from the weight of several large 
employers. For example, Decatur has a high LC for management services 
(NAICS 55 - such as regional offices, subsidiaries, or bank holding companies), 
finance, administrative services, and manufacturing. Decatur is home to a 
handful of large companies (such as Cook’s Pest Control Company, Alabama 
Farmers’ Cooperative, Lynn-Layton Auto and a few others) that contribute to its 
relatively high share of total employment in management services. Meanwhile, 
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Decatur has lower-than-average concentrations of most other major sectors, 
ranging from arts to utilities to professional services.  
 
Growing Sector Concentrations 
 

Decatur has increasing concentrations in several sectors, including 
manufacturing, arts, management services, agriculture, and professional & 
technical services. At the same time, the city’s concentrations in information 
services, real estate, other services, wholesale, health care, and financial 
services are declining.  
 

Table 3. CHANGE IN SECTOR  
  CONCENTRATION, 2002-14 
      
Sector Region State 

  
 

  
Increasing 

 
  

Manufacturing 108.5% 78.0% 
Arts & Recreation 31.4% 8.5% 
Management Svcs 12.0% 11.5% 
Agriculture 7.1% 16.3% 
Prof/Technical Svcs 3.4% 20.1% 
  

 
  

Declining 
 

  
Mining/Quarry -82.6% -85.2% 
Information Svcs -58.1% -47.7% 
Real Estate -36.1% -35.5% 
Other Services -23.3% -21.9% 

Wholesale Trade -19.9% -16.7% 
Utilities -18.9% -13.7% 

Health Care -17.5% -12.0% 

Finance -17.3% -25.9% 
  

 
  

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census 
  and Randall Gross /  

  Development Economics. 
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Specific Industry Concentrations 
 
 The city has a number of concentrations within specific industries 
(whereas sectors are made up of multiple industries). The following 17 industry 
concentrations were identified based on the location quotients analysis.  
 

• Industrial Sands      13.272 
• Limestone Quarry          2.870 
• Electric Power Transmission        2.054  
• Steam Energy      37.720 
• Heavy Civil Construction      2.295 
• Food Manufacturing 3.086 (Animal Feed)    7.237 
• Textile Mills           2.691 
• Wood Preservation     20.301 
• Chemicals           4.778 
• Primary Metals          2.113 
• Computer/Electronics         3.210 
• Electrical Equipment     13.342 
• Miscellaneous Manufacturing        2.002 
• Pipeline Transportation of Petroleum     6.023 
• Testing Laboratories         2.934 
• Environmental Consulting       3.661 
• Gambling Other          5.682 

 
Perhaps the most significant concentrations are in steam energy (hydro-

electric power), wood preservation, industrial sands, and electrical equipment. 
But in general, most of these 17 industries share a common characteristic: they 
are representative of heavy, capital-intensive businesses. They represent 
such heavy industries as power, pipelines, chemicals, metals, quarries, heavy 
civil, recycling, and required testing. Many of these industries are bulk users of 
river and rail transportation, meaning that they are dependent on river and rail 
to ship bulk materials like coal, lumber, petrochemicals, stone, etc. Thus, Decatur 
has historically and through today retained competitiveness for businesses that 
rely on river and rail for bulk shipping needs.  
 

Regional Growth Industries 
 
Based on employment projections generated for Workforce Development 

Region 2 by the Alabama Department of Labor and on employment growth data 
from the U.S. Department of Labor, the following sectors are expected to 
experience relatively high employment growth through 2022.  

 
1. Construction     2.44% 
2. Health Care      2.27% 
3. Prof/Tech/Scientific    2.23% 
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4. Administrative     2.00% 
5. Wholesale Trade     1.44% 
6. Arts & Recreation     1.38% 
7. Other Services     1.35% 
8. Real Estate      1.03% 
9. Accommodation/FS    1.02%  

 
There is already a shortage of skilled labor in the Decatur area’s 

construction, health care, and professional services sectors. So, growth could be 
hampered somewhat by the skills gap that is already plaguing local businesses. 
Administrative (e.g,, office administrative, processing, and other business 
services) are less-dependent on the existing base of skilled labor.  
 

Ideas for the Future 
 
 Stakeholders have provided a policy “sieve” to help inform economic 
development and the process of selecting the types of industries that Decatur 
should attract. Ultimately, selection of target industries can impact on the type of 
community that Decatur will become in the future. Key economic development 
themes identified through the community engagement process are summarized 
below.  
 

1. More job diversity with higher wages - high tech jobs, etc. 
2. Identify and promote a brand for Decatur 
3. Attract young professionals, places to network, jobs for young 

professionals 
4. Invest in a wide variety of entertainment options - more retail, restaurants, 

breweries, venues  
5. More/newer retail and services 
6. More support for local businesses  
7. Housing to support economic development 

 
Target Industry Approach 

 
 Input gathered through the various streams – whether analytical or 
through stakeholder processes – point to a clear opportunity for Decatur to 
attract, retain, and grow businesses that serve the growing regional market base. 
The city has a competitive advantage for supplying services and products to 
Huntsville and the broader region because of its relatively low cost of real estate 
and business operations, its superior transportation network, and access to a 
regional labor force. In other words, a key approach for Decatur’s economic 
development should be on attracting those businesses that seek access to the 
regional market base, government contracting opportunities, and labor force. 
Industries that can supply material and services, and are expected to grow and 
prosper in this region include the following: 
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• Business & Administrative Support Services. This sector includes 
client or contract services (such as for Government and military agencies), 
administrative processing (human resources, accounts, etc), back office,  
building maintenance services, web & other design services, data entry, 
and information tech support services. Again, Decatur is competitive 
because of its relatively low costs, access to Huntsville, and growing 
regional labor force.  
 

• Construction Trades. Construction is a growth sector in the short-term 
and Decatur is well-placed as a hub for construction services seeking 
lower-cost operating space, access to construction materials, and a 
relatively low-cost labor market. Constraints on the skills base within the 
city could hamper growth, and longer-term prospects suggest a downturn 
in cyclical construction industries.  
 

• Professional, Scientific and Research Services. This is already a 
growth sector in Decatur, in part because of the city’s low costs and 
proximity to government contractors in Huntsville. There are various 
opportunities to expand and diversify the mix of businesses in this sector 
by focusing on Decatur’s relative strengths including cost, access to 
materials, and access to regional engineering skills/contractors. Key target 
industries might include testing laboratories and services, materials 
research & development, and environmental services.  
 

• Tourism. Decatur is well-placed to continue to grow its tourism sector. 
Enhancing downtown amenities and destination venues is key, along with 
improving linkages with gateway districts and building on the city’s overall 
brand and image.  
 

• Retail & Entertainment. As with other industries, Decatur has the 
opportunity to expand its retail and entertainment industries by recruiting 
businesses based on access to the growing regional Huntsville-Decatur 
CSA market. Decatur’s demographics alone are likely insufficient to 
support extensive new retail development, especially in an era of draw-
back for some traditional brick-and-mortar retail chains. But by building on 
the regional market base and focusing on sites with regional exposure or 
in destination locations (like downtown), the city can more successfully 
market to retailers with a broader market “net.”  
 

• Arts & Recreation. Similar to above, Decatur has an opportunity to build 
on the momentum in its downtown and parks that already include a 
growing concentration of arts & recreation activities. Again, such activities 
can draw from a growing regional market base.  
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• Electronics/Aerospace. While the engineering component of these 
industries is highly concentrated in Huntsville, there are clearly 
opportunities to build on the testing, product development, supply and 
support services associated with both electronics and aerospace.  
 

• Transportation Equipment/Robotics & Services.  Decatur is already a 
hub for transportation services, and is located within the nation’s 
transportation equipment manufacturing corridor (extending from Detroit 
south into Alabama and Mississippi). Decatur is well-positioned as a 
supply hub for transportation equipment industries. The State’s efforts to 
build on robotics development can help position Decatur for product 
development and manufacturing but the programmatic linkages with 
industry and local economic development efforts need to be strengthened.  
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HOUSING MARKET ANALYSIS 
Prepared for Planning-Next 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 This report provides a summary of findings from a Housing Market 
Analysis for Decatur, Alabama. These findings were produced as input to 
OneDecatur, the city of Decatur’s Comprehensive Plan. They also provide the 
basis for strategic recommendations for the city’s housing policies and input to 
economic development components of the plan. 
 

 
 
Section 1 of this report discusses existing conditions as they relate to the 

city’s housing, its neighborhoods and physical conditions, as well as market 
conditions and general factors impacting on the city’s competitiveness for new 
housing development. 
 
 In Section 2, housing demand is forecasted based on demographic and 
economic analysis, as a basis for determining housing potential. A competitive 
market review and overall potentials by type of housing product are discussed in 
Section 3. Strategic recommendations for housing rehabilitation and 
development are found elsewhere in the OneDecatur plan.   
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Section 1. EXISTING CONDITIONS 

 
 Decatur’s existing housing conditions were analyzed, in terms of the city’s 
neighborhoods, physical conditions, and real estate market conditions. Inputs to 
this assessment included field reconnaissance, interviews with real estate 
professionals, site analysis, and an assessment of existing market data and 
conditions. Key findings are presented with respect to factors impacting on the 
city’s ability to generate new housing to supply the needs of existing and 
potential new workers and residents. Information on the city’s overall context and 
economic position in the region are provided in the Economic Overview, which 
forms part of the Economic Development portion of the plan. However, it bears 
repeating that Decatur is situated within the Huntsville-Decatur Combined 
Statistical Area (CSA), and the city’s housing market is increasingly integrated 
with the broader regional labor market.   
 

 
 

Neighborhoods and Housing Stock 
 
 Decatur developed over a long period of time, but remains a relatively 
small city As such, many of its neighborhoods retain a mix of housing styles, 
ages, and conditions. There has been a relatively limited supply of new housing 
to enter the market in Decatur for several decades, with only a handful of new 
single-family homes and no new apartments built in recent years. Overall, just 
250 new units have been built in Decatur in the seven years since 2010.  During 
the same time, over 3,000 housing units were built in Huntsville. And, within 
Decatur’s aging housing stock, there is a growing need for maintenance, 
rehabilitation, and upgrading.  
 
History and Perceptions: Walls and Divisions 
 
 Decatur results from the merger of two cities, one pre-Civil War and one 
post Civil War (Decatur and “New Decatur” (originally called Albany)). Divisions 
have ripped Decatur apart in different ways since its founding in 1820. The main 
CSX rail line through the center of Decatur yielded the proverbial “other side of 
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the tracks” with an historic east-west split in the city’s neighborhoods. Decatur 
expanded its corporate boundary into Limestone County in 1986. Despite the fact 
that Decatur now lies on both sides of the Tennessee River, the river continues 
to serve as a geographic (and perceptual) boundary. Finally, the city’s bypass, 
the “Beltline,” serves as yet another divider, with neighborhoods designated as 
“inside” (old) or “outside” (new) of the Beltline. As Decatur moves forward in a 
positive direction, it can be assumed that these boundaries, both artificial and 
real, will continue to soften and melt away.  
 
Historic Districts / Northeast & Northwest Decatur 
 
 The city has several wonderful historic districts, including the Old Decatur 
Historic District and the Albany Heritage Neighborhood Historic District. In 
addition, the Bank Street area is listed on the National Historic Register. Historic 
homes and attractive, leafy streets help keep these neighborhoods relatively 
desirable for some home buyers. Houses sell in a broad range of styles and price 
points, generally ranging from $175,000 to $500,000 or more. The homes appeal 
to young professionals and other home buyers who prefer an older home or to 
live near downtown. Northwest Decatur includes a portion of the West Decatur 
neighborhood. Northeast (Old Decatur) and Northwest Decatur formed part of the 
original platted plan for the city.  
 
Southeast Decatur 
 
 Southeast Decatur has a mix of older urban communities in Old Southeast 
(with prices ranging from $75,000 to $115,000) to more affluent, suburban 
communities like Point Mallard (an amenity-driven lifestyle community with prices 
from $200,000 to $500,000). Burningtree Mountain, another affluent lifestyle 
community located southeast of town offers estate lot homes in this same price 
range. In general, Southeast neighborhoods are pricier but more stable than 
some other areas, with typical prices in the $300,000s (but ranging up to $1.0 
million. Other Southeast neighborhoods include Bayside, Brookmeade, Burleson 
Mountain, Cedar Lake, Fairview, Flint, Hickory Hills, and Indian Hills, among 
others. The residents of East Acres have worked together in recent years to 
strengthen their community identity.  
 
Southwest Decatur 
 
 Southwest Decatur neighborhoods are located further from Huntsville’s 
large aerospace employment node, so they are slightly less accessible to 
technical jobs. But these neighborhoods are well-located for accessing Decatur’s 
heavy manufacturing, particularly production sites along the river. Neighborhoods 
like Chapel Hill, Dunbarton, Woodhurst, Cityview Estates, Westmeade, 
Timberlake, and Autumn Ridge offer homes in the $150,000 to $250,000 range 
for middle-income homebuyers.  Austinville and Old Southwest have more 
affordable housing in the $60,000 to $100,000 range. At the other end, Oak Lea 
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offers upscale housing from $175,000 to $500,000.  Other Southwest 
neighborhoods include Basham, Braswell, Cedar Ridge, Chulavista, Deerfoot 
Estates, Dogwood Estates, Graystone, Griffin Addition, Longleaf Estates, 
Moulton Heights, Oakworth, Russell Village, Westavia, Woodtrail, and others.  
 
Other Areas 
 
 As noted earlier, a portion of Decatur is located across the river, in 
Limestone County. Agricultural areas located along Highway 31 and Airport Road 
include Whiteside and Irvington.  
 

Decatur Housing Supply 
 
 Decatur has a total of about 24,700 housing units. But, as noted earlier, 
the city has added little new housing since 2000. If destroyed and demolished 
housing is subtracted from the total, the city has added a net of only 167 units 
(0.7%) since 2000. 
 
Housing Product 
 
 Decatur’s housing is mostly in single-family detached dwellings. About 
two-thirds of the city’s housing is in detached, with 5% in attached (e.g., 
townhouse) development. The city is housing practically none of its residents in 
mobile homes, which is striking when compared with surrounding jurisdictions 
that have sizeable mobile home components in their housing stock. More than 
one in ten of Morgan County residents live in mobile housing. In Limestone 
County it’s 12%; and in relatively rural Lawrence County, about one out of four 
housing units (25%) is in mobile housing.  
 
Occupancy and Housing Tenure 
 
 Decatur had an overall housing occupancy rate of 90.1% in 2015, with 
about 2,440 vacant units. The large percentage of vacant units is indicative of 
several factors, such as the aging of the population, the lack of job growth 
sufficient enough to attract new residents, and the declining qualify or conditions 
of existing housing stock.  
 

About 61% of Decatur’s occupied housing stock is owner-occupied, while 
39% is rented. In general, rental tenure correlates and declines with age. 
Younger householders tend to rent, since they do not have the resources or the 
need to purchase housing at their age. Thus, only 13% of householders aged 15-
24 own a home. About one-third of those aged 25-34 one-third own homes. But 
among older populations like those aged 75-84, nearly 80% own their homes. 
There is a slight decrease in homeownership among the elderly, as health and 
other issues force homeowners into rentals and senior housing facilities. As 
such, homeownership declines to about 67% among those over the age of 85. 
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Table 1. HOUSING TENURE BY AGE COHORT,  
  DECATUR, 2015     
          
Age 
Cohort Renters Owners TOTAL Share Rent 

  
   

  
15-24             520                78               598  87% 

25-34          2,334           1,097            3,431  68% 

35-44          1,512           2,112            3,624  42% 

45-54          1,706           2,788            4,494  38% 
55-64          1,235           3,125            4,360  28% 
65-74             773           2,277            3,050  25% 

75-84             416           1,603            2,019  21% 

85+             234              484               718  33% 

  
   

  

TOTAL          8,730         13,564          22,294  39% 

  
   

  

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census and Randall Gross /  

  Development Economics.     
 
Supply 
 
 The number of single-family detached housing units has actually fallen by 
190 (1.1%) in Decatur since 2000.  Again, the net change is due in part to 
demolitions such as those due to fire, disaster, or poor conditions; or due to 
replacement with commercial and institutional uses. The number of attached 
units has fallen even faster (13.2%), and the city had relatively few of these types 
of houses to start. There has been growth in the number of duplex and multi-
family housing units (except in large buildings with over 20 units). The most 
substantial growth occurred in the number of units in multi-family buildings with 
10-20 units per building. However, that scale of multi-family development has 
fallen over time, and there has been little new development of multi-family 
housing in recent years. The city lost more than 42% of its mobile home stock 
since 2000. Overall trends in housing supply by number of units in building, is 
shown below.  
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Table 2.  HOUSING SUPPLY TRENDS,    
  CITY OF DECATUR, 2000-2015   
          
Units in     2000-2015 Change 
Building 2000 2015 Number Percent 

  
    1-Detach         16,831        16,641              (190) -1.1% 

1-Attach          1,473          1,279              (194) -13.2% 

2-4          2,076          2,154                 78  3.8% 

5-9          1,786          1,966               180  10.1% 

10-19             806          1,287               481  59.7% 
20+          1,176          1,163                (13) -1.1% 
                                                       

 Mobile/Other             416            241              (175) -42.1% 

TOTAL         24,564        24,731               167  0.7% 

  
   

  

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census and   

  Randall Gross / Development Economics. 
 
Construction Trends 
 
 As noted previously, Decatur has had a long-term decrease on housing 
development activity. As detailed in Appendix Table A-1, Decatur has seen the 
construction of 3,200 housing units since 1996, for an average of about 160 per 
year. Between 1996 and 2003, the city averaged construction of about 260 units 
per year, but that fell to 144 per year between 2004 and 2008 (during an 
economic boom), and to just 47 per year between 2009 and 2011 (during 
recession). Most distressing is that construction during the economic recovery 
period (2012 through 2016) averaged only 32 units per year, lower than during 
the height of the recession. This number is not sufficient even to ensure 
replacement of existing housing stock that is lost due to fire, disaster, and other 
demolition. Overall housing building permit trends are illustrated below for single-
family, 2-4-unit housing, and multi-family housing in the city of Decatur during the 
20-year period from 1996 to 2016.  
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 Chart 1 

 
 

In 1996, Decatur issued nearly 460 housing construction permits, 
representing 30% of the region’s housing development. By 2015, Decatur issued 
only 36 permits, accounting for just 1.6% of the region’s total residential 
construction. 
 
 Chart 2 

 
 

Decatur Share of 
Region’s 2016 
Population 
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 In 2016, Decatur’s population represented roughly 17-18% of the total 
population of the region’s major cities and towns including Huntsville, Athens, 
Madison, Priceville, and Hartselle. Yet, the city generated only about 3% of the 
region’s housing construction.  
 
 Chart 3 

 
 

There is a clear and dramatic regional shift in housing supply that began 
around 2005/2006 and has continue to this day, with Huntsville (illustrated as 
“orange” in the chart above) taking a much larger share of the region’s new 
housing supply than it had in the past. Interestingly, Madison’s share of the 
region’s housing development has fallen, despite that city’s reputation as an 
attractive place to live (perceptions of good schools and high-quality housing 
stock). Athens’ share of development appears to have increased a notch during 
the last real estate boom (perhaps replacing Decatur as the region’s third most-
active housing market) but has also declined since then. The other cities in the 
region – namely, Hartselle, Decatur, and Priceville - have also seen their share of 
regional development decline. This is especially apparent in Decatur. A 
comparison of pre- versus post-recession annual permit activity is provided 
below as further indication of the shift underway in the regional housing markets. 
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 City   Average Annual Permits 
      Pre-Recession Post-Recession  % Change 

 
Decatur   200  50  -75% 
Hartselle      99  34  -66% 
Athens   141  97  -31% 
Madison   500         353  -29% 
Priceville     48  47  -  3% 
Huntsville   705      1,018  +44% 
 

 Overall, this indicates that Decatur is not alone in losing market share to 
Huntsville, which has clearly taken on a much larger share of region’s housing 
development and growth. This does suggest that Decatur has been the most 
negatively impacted by this shift to Huntsville, at least among the region’s large 
towns and cities. In recent years, Huntsville has permitted more than 20 times 
the number of housing units each year than are permitted in Decatur.  
 

Housing Sales Trends 
 
 An analysis was conducted of single-family housing sales trends in 
Decatur and surrounding areas. Input on the existing housing market was 
provided by brokers and other real estate professionals active in the region, as 
well as from an analysis of Multiple Listing Service (MLS) and other sales data.  
 
Buyer Patterns 
 
 An estimated 45% of the Decatur housing market is currently driven by 
“move-ups” from within Decatur. These are existing Decatur homeowners 
purchasing homes that are larger or newer or otherwise more appropriate than 
their current residence. Another 30% are first-time buyers and 15% are “empty 
nesters” moving down from larger homes to smaller houses or condominiums. 
Only about 10% of sales are generated by those relocating to Decatur for work, 
returning home from another city, retiring, or drawn by the Tennessee Valley 
lifestyle. Overall, there is a growing interest in “maintenance-free” living, which 
lends itself to smaller houses, less yard, and “walk-able” neighborhoods.  
 
 Those relocating to Decatur for work often find few options for purchasing 
homes, as well as for short-term rental, and end up living in Madison or 
Huntsville. Once they establish networks and roots in those places, they are less 
likely to move over to Decatur even to be closer to work. There are many buyers 
who relocate to the region for jobs in Huntsville, but few purchase homes in 
Decatur, which is not “on the radar” for many relos. 
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Trends in the Number of Sales 
 
 The number of housing sales fell precipitously throughout the region 
during the recession of 2008-09. Perhaps the most volatile market has been 
Madison County, where annual sales fell from over 6,000 in 2005 to about 4,000 
in 2010. Sales in Madison County had returned to pre-recession levels by 2016. 
Decatur, by comparison, has not seen its sales volumes recover completely. The 
city had about 1,100 sales in 2005, with volumes falling to a low of about 600 in 
2014, and still at only 800 by 2016.  
 
 Chart 4 

 
 
 Limestone County’s housing market has recovered most effectively since 
the recession, surpassing pre-recession sales by 2014 and 36% higher than pre-
recession levels by 2016. During 1st Quarter 2017, about 15.9% of all sales in the 
region were in new homes, with the remainder existing sales. Since there were 
few new homes in Decatur, the city captured little of total new home sales. 
Condominiums have accounted for only about 1.0% of the region’s home sales. 
 
Housing Price Trends 
 

Huntsville’s housing prices have increased by 30% since 2005, while 
prices in Decatur have only increased by about 7%.  In general, Decatur’s 
housing prices have remained relatively constant over the last ten years, while 
housing prices in neighboring communities have increased overall. Perhaps the 
most dramatic Increase has been in Limestone County housing prices, which 
increased by 38% over the ten-year period (from $129,450 to $179,000). 
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Madison County median home prices increased by 24%, but that county’s prices 
are no longer the highest in the 3-county region (at $175,000). By comparison, 
Decatur’s housing prices increased by just 7% (not adjusting for inflation), from 
$115,000 to $123,000. Decatur’s housing prices are now among the lowest of 
communities in the three-county area.  
 
 Chart 5 

 
 
Current Housing Market Conditions 
 
 Current housing market conditions are summarized below. In general, the 
Huntsville-Madison County market is stronger than that of Morgan-Lawrence 
counties, with higher prices, faster absorption, and lower inventory.  
 

 Morgan-Lawrence 
 Average Sale: $125,115 
 Median Sale: $121,000  

  Existing: $114,000 / New: $182,000 
  Under $100,000: 40% / Over $300,000: 2% (3) 

 Average Days on Market: 119 
 
 Huntsville-Madison 

 Average Sale: $221,100 
 Median Sale: $193,000 

  Existing: $176,000 / New: $275,000 
  Under $100,000: 12% / Over $300,000: 20% 
  Condo: $80,000 

 Average Days on Market: 78 
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Huntsville-area average prices are nearly $100,000 more than those in 

Morgan-Lawrence counties. There are significantly more homebuyers (20%) at 
the upper end of the market in Huntsville than in Morgan and Lawrence counties 
(only 2%). Meanwhile, the Morgan-Lawrence market is weighted much more 
heavily to the low end of the market, with 40% of sales under $100,000 versus 
only 12% in Huntsville/Madison County. It would be nearly impossible to build 
new housing at prices under $100,000 in today’s market, given the basic costs of 
construction.  
 

Rental Market Conditions 
 
 Rental apartment market conditions were also assessed. Unlike MLS, 
there is no source for tracking the overall Decatur rental apartment market, so 
information has been cobbled together 
using the best available information from a 
variety of primary and secondary sources. 
In general, Decatur has seen little new 
apartment construction, so data reflect 
conditions at older apartment complexes 
and rentals in single-family homes.  
 
Occupancy Trends 
 
 The current vacancy rate in Decatur 
is estimated at 8.27%, which is up by 107% over 2014 (4.3%) and is 652% 
higher than Decatur’s vacancy rate in 2007 (1.1%), according to Census records. 
Thus, even though there has been relatively little new supply added to this 
market (with the exception of a few units in the downtown area), vacancy has 
continued to increase. Rental vacancy is even higher at the statewide level 
(9.72%), but it has fallen since 2014. Similarly, the national rental vacancy rate is 
about 5.85%, down from about 6.4% in 2014. A vacancy rate at or below 5% 
signals a healthy market, so Decatur’s rising vacancy at 8.3% suggests that the 
city’s rental properties are performing below market standards.  
 
Rent Trends 
 
 A similar pattern with rents again suggests that Decatur’s rental properties 
are lagging behind state and national trends. Current Decatur contract rents are 
averaging $597 per month, which is down by 3.2% from a peak of $617 in 2008. 
Meanwhile, average Alabama rents are now close to $730 per month (up 6.1% 
since 2014) and nation-wide rents are averaging $959 (up by 9.5% since 2014). 
While Decatur’s rents are lower than state and national averages, the fact that 
rents are moving down at the same time that the national economy (and rental 
market) is growing, does not bode well for Decatur. As illustrated below, 
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Decatur’s rents are stagnating at the same time that there is growth in the rental 
markets overall. 
 
 Chart 6 

 
 

Apartment Survey 
 
 A rental apartment survey was conducted of Decatur residents in 2014. 
The validity and usefulness of the survey findings is questionable, in part 
because 75% of the 450 responses already owned their housing. Few 
homeowners move back into rental housing, although some will do so (such as in 
the event of divorce, death of a spouse, or other life changes). The respondents 
also represented existing Decatur residents, who are among the least likely to 
move within the city into rental housing. Their responses were colored by their 
knowledge of existing Decatur rental apartment conditions and products, much of 
which is aging and in need of upgrading. Among survey respondents, 66% 
worked downtown or near the river and 61% would have preferred to rent in that 
same area (if they were to rent housing). Only 10% of respondents would have 
paid more than $1,000 for rent, according to the survey. This number is not 
surprising, given the income levels, existing apartment product, and rent 
structures in Decatur at present. Respondents ranked site amenities, drive-time 
(for work) and security as paramount concerns.  
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Section 2. HOUSING DEMAND 

 
 This section summarizes an analysis and forecasts of housing demand in 
the Decatur Market Area. The market area is defined and demographic trends 
and forecasts for this market area are analyzed. Gross housing demand is then 
forecasted as a basis for determining housing potentials within the city of Decatur 
for specific housing products.  
 

Potential Housing Market Area 
 
 The market area is that geographic region from which Decatur can 
potentially attract the majority of its market for housing. While the traditional 
housing market for Decatur was drawn largely from within the city and 
surrounding areas of Morgan County, there has been a shift in regional dynamics 
and commutation patterns during the past ten years that suggests that Decatur 
should be considered as part of a much larger Huntsville-Decatur Combined 
Statistical Area (CSA) housing market.  
 
 For the purposes of this market analysis, the Primary Decatur Housing 
Market Area includes the city of Decatur, Morgan County, and Lawrence County 
(which already formed part of the Decatur Metropolitan Statistical Area). But the 
Secondary Market Area also includes Limestone County and Huntsville/Madison 
County. This broad market area generally conforms to emerging commutation 
patterns within the boundaries of the newly-defined CSA.  
 
Target Niches 
 
 There are also target “niches” within this broad market area of people 
most likely to purchase or rent housing within Decatur. These niches are defined 
below: 
 
 Decatur Job Relocations. People relocating to Decatur for work in the 

city. Many of those who now relocate for Decatur jobs are settling in 
Huntsville or Madison due to the lack of available and appropriate 
housing, combined with lifestyle factors. Even under current conditions, 
this niche comprises at least 10% of sales within Decatur.  

 
 Decatur Workers or Business Operators Living Elsewhere. People 

who currently work or operate a business in Decatur but live elsewhere 
(due to some of the same reasons as those given above) are another 
target niche opportunity for housing in Decatur. These individuals already 
have employment and connections in Decatur, and some may wish to live 
closer to work if appropriate housing were provided under the right 
circumstances (e.g., lifestyle, location, etc). 
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 Huntsville/Madison Employment Growth. Employment growth in 
Huntsville and Madison County is attracting people to relocate to the 
region for work. While most of these transplants currently locate in 
Huntsville or Madison, there are some that might consider living in Decatur 
if the appropriate housing product were provided under the right 
circumstances (lifestyle, location, etc). This is especially true for singles 
and DINKs (dual-income households with no kids) that are less concerned 
about the reputation or perceptions of schools.  
 

 Retirement/Empty Nesters. Decatur is affordable and has amenities that 
can attract retirees and other empty nesters who, like singles, are not as 
concerned about perceptions of schools or other issues that drive families 
to suburban locations like Madison.  

 
Demographic Trends and Forecasts 

 
 Analysis was conducted of demographic trends and forecasts within the 
market area and its constituent parts. Findings from this analysis, presented 
below, provide a basis for forecasting housing demand within the regional market 
area.  
 
Key Demographic Trends 
 
 Decatur’s share of the region’s household base has been declining. The 
city represented 10.7% of households in the Huntsville-Decatur CSA in 2000, but 
fell to 9.2% of the regional household base by 2017 and only represented 3.3% 
capture of the region’s growth in households during that 17-year period.  
 

Table 3. HOUSEHOLD TRENDS,     
  DECATUR AND CSA, 2000-2017   
          
Factor 2000 2017 Change Percent 

  
   

  
Decatur        20,604        22,254      1,650  8.0% 
Morgan County         43,514        47,127       3,613  8.3% 

Madison Cty       110,092      145,039     34,947  31.7% 

CSA TOTAL       191,828      241,240     49,412  25.8% 

  
   

  

Decatur Share 10.7% 9.2% 3.3%   
Morgan Share 22.7% 19.5% 7.3%   
Madison Share 57.4% 60.1% 70.7%   
  

   
  

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census Nielsen, and RGDE. 
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 By comparison, Madison County’s share of the region’s household base 
increased from 57.4% to 60.1%, and the county captured 70.7% of the region’s 
household growth between 2000 and 2017. Decatur’s household base expanded 
by 8.0% and Morgan County’s by 8.8%, while Madison County’s grew by nearly 
32% between 2000 and 2017. Overall, the Huntsville-Decatur CSA’s household 
base expanded by nearly 50,000 (25.8%) over the 17-year period.  
 

Decatur’s household base expanded by about 1,650 
out of the CSA total of 50,000, capturing just 3.3% of 
the region’s household growth since 2000. 

 
 Mobility. Mobility patterns, like housing tenure, are closely correlated with 
age. The most mobile populations are those aged 15-24, which includes college 
students and others just starting out and finding their first job. Within this 
population cohort, nearly 92% of Madison County’s household renters can be 
expected to move within five years.  
 

Table 4. HOUSING MOBILITY BY TENURE AND HOUSEHOLDER AGE, 

  MARKET AREA, 2010-2014 FIVE YEAR       

                  

  Morgan Madison Limestone Lawrence 

Age Cohort Rental Owner Rental Owner Rental Owner Rental Owner 

  
       

  

15-24 84.8% 46.0% 91.6% 48.2% 70.4% 41.3% 77.9% 40.8% 

25-34 69.4% 37.6% 74.9% 39.4% 57.6% 33.8% 63.7% 33.4% 

35-44 63.7% 15.1% 68.2% 17.4% 92.6% 19.0% 42.5% 12.7% 

45-54 52.1% 12.4% 55.8% 14.2% 75.8% 15.5% 34.8% 10.4% 

55-64 57.9% 13.8% 62.0% 15.8% 84.2% 17.3% 38.6% 11.5% 

65-74 32.3% 6.1% 48.0% 9.3% 31.0% 9.7% 29.3% 4.9% 

75-84 26.5% 5.0% 39.2% 7.6% 25.4% 8.0% 24.0% 4.0% 

85+ 29.4% 5.5% 39.2% 8.5% 28.2% 8.8% 26.6% 4.4% 

  
       

  

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census and RGDE.       

 
 By comparison, senior homeowners (especially those who are still mobile, 
between the ages of 75 to 84) are least likely to move from their homes. For 
example, only 4.0% of homeowners in this age cohort in Lawrence County 
typically move within a five-year period. Mobility is an important driver for housing 
demand, since the search for first-time or new housing is spurred by the desire or 
a need to move.  
 

Household Income Trends. Rural Lawrence County had the lowest 
household incomes in the region in 2000, but by 2016, households in the city of 
Decatur had slightly lower incomes than those in Lawrence County. While 
incomes are growing in Decatur, income growth has been fairly anemic when 
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compared with the region’s income growth as a whole. Between 2000 and 2016, 
Decatur’s incomes increased by 1.3% (not adjusting for inflation, which would 
have made Decatur’s real incomes fall by 13.6%). Meanwhile, Madison County 
incomes increased by 2.3% and Limestone County household incomes 
increased by 2.5%. Even Lawrence County incomes increased faster than those 
in Decatur, at 2.2%. Still, after adjusting for inflation, incomes have fallen in real 
terms throughout most of the region since 2000. Only in Limestone County did 
the increase in incomes slightly exceed CPI inflation (by just 0.2%) since 2000.  
 

Table 5. HOUSEHOLD INCOME TRENDS AND 
  FORECASTS, MARKET AREA, 2000-2021 
        
Area 2000 2016 2021 

        
Morgan  $      39,526   $      48,543   $       50,528  
Madison  $      46,870   $      64,028   $       66,610  
Limestone  $      40,049   $      55,947   $       60,534  

Lawrence  $      33,914   $      45,823   $       50,127  

DECATUR  $     37,928   $      45,653   $      47,478  

Huntsville  $     43,395   $      54,444   $      56,341  

  
  

  

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census; Nielsen; and 

  Randall Gross / Development Economics. 
 
Key Demographic Forecasts 
 
 Morgan County is expected to add about 340 households within the next 
five years (not including “job-induced growth” that might spur new household 
formation). The Baby Boom generation (roughly age 55-74) will continue to 
generate a large share of household growth and, as such, will continue to drive 
demand in the housing market. Morgan County alone will add nearly 1,250 
households led by householders aged 65 to 74 over the next five years. The 
county will also add more than 400 households led by householders aged 75 and 
over. Again, this number does not include growth relating to any pro-active effort 
to attract retirees or those relocating for work. Morgan County’s growth will 
include nearly 400 more homeowners, but 30 less renters (without any pro-active 
marketing strategy). By comparison, Madison County is expected to add about 
6,300 households over the next five years and Limestone County will add 2,400, 
without any direct intervention or pro-active marketing strategies on behalf of the 
city of Decatur or Morgan County. Morgan County’s household forecasts by age 
cohort and tenure are summarized below through 2022.  
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Table 6. HOUSEHOLD FORECASTS BY AGE & 
  TENURE, MORGAN COUNTY, 2017-2022 
        
Age Cohort Renters Owners Total 
  

  
  

15-24                 57                  11                68  

25-34                (83)                (65)            (148) 
35-44                (84)              (178)            (262) 
45-54              (217)              (684)            (901) 
55-64                (15)                (57)              (72) 
65-74               222              1,022           1,244  

75-84                 37                 174              211  

85+                 49                 147              196  

  
  

  

TOTAL                (33)                369              336  
  

  
  

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census; Nielsen; and 
  Randall Gross / Development Economics. 

 
 Morgan County’s growth will be concentrated among middle- and higher-
income households, with significant growth among those with average household 
incomes between $75,000 and $100,000 as well as those in the $125,000 to 
$200,000 range (not adjusted for inflation). There will be some decrease in the 
number of households with incomes below $50,000. 
 

Table 7. HOUSEHOLD FORECASTS BY INCOME 
  COHORT, MORGAN CO, 2017-2022 
        
Income Cohort 2017 2022 Change 
  

  
  

<$15,000           6,517           6,272               (245) 

$15-$25,000           5,786           5,587               (199) 
$25-$35,000           5,412           5,329                 (83) 
$35-$50,000           7,545           7,396               (149) 
$50-$75,000           8,462           8,519                  57  
$75-$100,000           5,021           5,206                185  

$100-$125,000           3,759           3,831                  72  

$125-$150,000           1,967           2,228                261  

$150-$200,000           1,521           1,734                213  

$200,000+           1,137           1,361                224  
  

  
  

TOTAL         47,127         47,463                336  
  

  
  

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census; Nielsen; and 
  Randall Gross / Development Economics. 
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Decatur itself will also experience income growth, but incomes within the 
city are expected to remain among the lowest in the region, at an average of 
$47,500 by 2021. By comparison, Morgan County incomes as a whole will 
average about $50,500, Limestone County’s at $60,600, and Madison County’s 
at $66,600. Huntsville household incomes are projected at $56,300.  
 

Job-Induced Demand 
 
 As noted earlier, the region’s employment base (especially Huntsville’s) is 
growing. This growth provides an opportunity for Decatur to leverage housing 
development by capturing a fairer (and larger) share of the region’s housing 
market. Employment growth was projected through 2022 and beyond, with a 
particular focus on the types of jobs that are likely to be created. Again, this 
assessment examined not only job growth within Decatur but within the broader 
region as a driver for the housing market.  
 
Employment Projections 
 
 The North Alabama Labor Market Area is projected to add 20,775 jobs by 
2022, according to the State Department of Labor. Of these, Decatur and Morgan 
County are expected (based in part on recent trends) to capture about 1,265 of 
these jobs. The highest-growth industries and occupations will include the 
following: 
 

• Freight Handling, Truck Driving (Transport, Logistics) 
• Nursing (Health Care) 
• Assembly/Machinists (Manufacturing) 
• Customer sales & support (Administrative Services) 
• Accounting, Aerospace Engineering (Prof/Tech Services) 

 
Not surprisingly, growth will be concentrated within the region’s existing 

strengths, in such occupations as aerospace engineering and in industries like 
transportation and logistics.  
 
5-Year Targets 
 
 It is assumed that a pro-actively marketing strategy would be put into 
place to target job-related relocations to the Decatur area. Under this scenario, 
Decatur’s capture of housing for workers relocating to Decatur for work increases 
from 30% to 50%. Decatur also would increase its capture of housing for North 
Alabama job relocations to 5% (which would translate into about 975 units, based 
on current job growth projections).  
 

Within this target base would be key niche markets including professional, 
scientific and technical workers, mid-level professionals, recent graduates, and 
college students. Based on the tenure patterns of these relocating workers, there 
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would be job-generated demand for about 380 rentals and 250 for-sale housing 
units. This “job-induced” demand forms just one part of the housing market 
potentials, along with households moving “up” and “down” in the market, as well 
as those relocating for other reasons besides employment. Total housing 
potential and associated marketing niches are discussed in the next section of 
this report. 
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Section 3. HOUSING MARKET POTENTIALS & CONCEPTS 

 
 The overall potential for housing development in Decatur was determined 
within the competitive context of the regional market. Potential for both rental and 
for-sale housing was determined along with the target market niches, pricing, and 
likely product. Key findings are summarized below. 
 

Competitive Context 
 
 Decatur is facing increased market pressure and competition from other 
parts of the region including Huntsville, Madison, Athens, and elsewhere. 
Huntsville/Madison County remains the largest and most competitive portion of 
the regional market, so any analysis of the competitive context by necessity has 
to focus on Huntsville.  
 
Rental Market 
 

ALN Apartment Data, Inc. indicates that Huntsville apartment occupancies 
are hovering around 93.0%, with annual absorption of about 1,100 units per year. 
Huntsville occupancies are up by 3.2% over 2016.  

 
 Chart 7    

 
   Source: ALN Apartment Data, Inc. 
 
The average unit size is around 725 square feet, with rents averaging 

$720, so about $0.80 per foot. Asking rents are up by about 3.5% over 2016. The 
effective rent is slightly lower at $705, and about 30% of apartments are offering 
concessions (typically around 5%). About 42% of the market is in one-bedrooms, 
39% in twos and 12% in three-bedrooms. Rents are averaging $633 for 1-beds, 
$745 for 2-beds, and $890 for 3-bedroom apartments.  
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   Chart 8 

 
   Source: ALN Apartment Data, Inc. 
 
 Among the more competitive rental products are newer apartment 
communities situated along I-565 near Madison and Huntsville International 
Airport. For example, the 288-unit Limestone Creek Apartments in Madison 
attracts about 30-40% of their renters from among those relocating to the region 
for jobs in Decatur. Units rent for $700 to $885 per month for 715 to 1,102 square 
feet. Occupancy is high, at 96.5%, since this project is relatively new, offers key 
amenities and is well-located near key highways to access jobs in Huntsville, 
Madison, Decatur, and Athens.  
 
 Airport-area apartment complexes like Ashbury Woods ($710-$954), 
Cambridge, Belmont Hill, Colonial Grand ($688-$1,368), Sunlake ($665-$835), 
The Landings ($630-904), and various apartment communities in Madison (Abby 
Glen, Windscape, Grand Reserve, Shelton Park, Morningside, Madison Landing, 
Forest Park, Arch Streetm etc.) and others are also competitive.  
 
For-Sale Market  
 
 As noted earlier, the for-sale housing market has been stronger in 
Huntsville and surrounding areas than in Decatur. New residential communities 
located throughout Madison and Limestone counties are highly competitive with 
any new housing offered in Decatur. Particularly competitive are newer 
residential communities on the west side of Madison, such as Moore’s Creek 
($250-$400,000), Palmer Place ($300,000), Stillwater Cove ($300,000), 
Greenbrier Woods ($315-$420,000), Brighton Park ($210-$310,000), Shiloh Run 
($430,000), and others. The Village of Providence (off University Drive) and other 
traditional neighborhood developments (TNDs) are also highly competitive with 
new housing in Decatur because they offer not only superior location but also 
high amenity value. However, such TNDs are aimed at the higher end of the 
market, with houses in the $500-$700,000 range and condominiums in the $150-
$200,000 range.  
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Rental Potential 
 
 Decatur has potential to capture demand for 2,700 to 4,300 rental units by 
2022. This number includes 1,100 market-rate units and 2,200 to 3,400 
“workforce” units for those making less than the area median income (AMI). Key 
niches for this housing include relocating workers, young professionals, recent 
graduates, and retirees. Rents for market-rate units would range from $650 to 
$1,500 per month, and those for workforce housing would range from $250 to 
$700 per month.  
 

Table 8. RENTAL HOUSING POTENTIALS,  
  DECATUR, 2017-2022   

        

  Area Capture Market 
Rent Range Moderate High Rate 

        

 $           200                 782                 977                      -    
 $           400                 476                 680                      -    

 $           600                 545                 880                      -    

 $           700                 460                 822                    641  

 $           800                 333                 641                    487  
 $        1,100                 156                 318                    237  
 $        1,200                 115                 280                    197  

 $        1,500                   91                 294                    193  
        

TOTAL             2,753                 4,318                 1,114  

Workforce            2,264              3,359    
        

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census; Nielsen; and  

  Randall Gross / Development Economics. 

        
 
 Potential for market-rate units is highest in the $700 to $900 rent range, 
which is relatively low compared with other markets in the region. Lower Decatur 
incomes translate into demand at lower rent rates.  

 
For-Sale Housing Potentials 

 
 There is market potential in Decatur for up to 150 for-sale housing units by 
2022, including more than 100 market-rate units. Target niches include move-
ups, relocating workers (following a rental period), and mid-level professionals. 
Market-Rate housing prices would range from $240,000 to $367,000 and over. 

mailto:Rangross@aol.com
mailto:Rangross@aol.com
mailto:Randall@ADEC1.com
mailto:rangross@aol.com


Randall Gross / Development Economics 

NASHVILLE: 4416 Harding Place, Belle Meade 37205. Tel 202-427-3027 / Rangross@aol.com  
WASHINGTON DC: 2311 Connecticut Ave Ste 206 20008. Tel 202-427-3027. Fax 332-1853. Rangross@aol.com 
AFRICA: African Development Economic Consultants (ADEC). 27-11-728-1965. Fax 728-8371. Randall@ADEC1.com 
UK: 118 Hampstead House, 176 Finchley Road, NW3  6BT London. Tel 44-79 0831 6890. rangross@aol.com  

25 

Smaller units could be priced for $110,000 to $220,000, but whether new housing 
can be constructed at this price is uncertain 
 

Table 9. FOR-SALE HOUSING POTENTIALS,  
  DECATUR, 2017-2022   

        

  Area Capture Market 
Price Point Moderate High Rate 

        

 $    106,250                        1                     1                   -    

 $    156,250                        5                     7                   -    

 $    218,750                      31                    51                  41  

 $    247,500                        6                    13                  10  

 $    288,750                      24                    56                  40  
 $    367,500                        4                    21                  13  

  
  

  

TOTAL                     71                     150                104  

        

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census; Nielsen; and  

  Randall Gross / Development Economics. 

        
 

Marketing & Development Concepts 
 
 In order to capture this demand, there are several marketing and 
development concepts that have been identified as described below. Approaches 
for implementation of these concepts are recommended as part of the strategic 
component of this plan.  
 
I-65/565 Mixed-Use “Decatur Gateway” Site 
 
 In order to help capture a larger share of the regional housing market, it is 
recommended that Decatur pursue and promote mixed-use development around 
the intersection of I-65 and I-565, on the north side of the city. There is excellent 
exposure at this location to promote Decatur and raise its profile in the region. 
The site has good access for commutation to Downtown Decatur, Madison, 
Huntsville/Arsenal, and Athens. It also provides one of the best opportunities in 
the Decatur area for mixed-use (commercial exposure) including retail and 
community amenities like recreation facilities.  
 
Amenity-Driven / Downtown Project(s) 
 
 Downtown is proving itself once again as a location for both rental and for-
sale housing, with the successful development of small high-end projects like the 
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10-unit 307 Second luxury loft apartments. As key demographic cohorts (empty 
nesters and Millennials) seek out housing in mixed-use, walk-able 
neighborhoods, the downtown area in Decatur becomes more attractive as a 
housing location. The downtown area can offer amenities such as the riverfront 
(and views). The Alabama Center for the Arts/Calhoun Community College can 
offer programmatic amenities for downtown-area residents. Infill residential or 
mixed-use projects would be most appropriate in the downtown area.  
 
Move-up Program 
 
 Housing infill and redevelopment provides an opportunity for the city to 
capture further housing demand in inner-city neighborhoods. Programs could be 
designed to assist landlords and those living in low-quality housing and trailer 
parks with “stick and carrot” approaches and with links to new workforce housing 
development. The strategic recommendations provided elsewhere in this plan 
provide input on marketing, management, financing, development, 
merchandising and other factors associated with Decatur capturing the regional 
market for housing.   
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APPENDIX 

 
Table A-1. RESIDENTIAL BUILDING PERMIT 

  TRENDS, 1996-2016, DECATUR   
          
Year SF 2-4 Unit MF TOTAL 

1996            199            32          226             457  
1997            197            28            -               225  
1998            225            64            55             344  
1999            185            16            -               201  
2000            227            -              -               227  
2001            179            -              -               179  
2002            207            -              -               207  
2003            205            -              -               205  
2004            227            -              -               227  
2005            219            -              -               219  
2006            159            -              -               159  
2007            160            -              24             184  
2008             85            -              12              97  
2009             39            -              -                39  
2010             56            -              -                56  
2011             47            -              -                47  
2012             48            -              -                48  
2013             39            -              -                39  
2014             37            -              -                37  
2015             36            -              -                36  

2016             67            -              -                67  

Total         2,776          140          317          3,233  
Average            139              7            16             162  

  85.9% 4.3% 9.8%   

Period SF 2-3-4 MF TOTAL 

'96-2003            203            18            35             256  
'04-2008            170            -                7             177  
'09-2011             47            -              -                47  

'12-2016             32            -              -                32  
  

   
  

Note: 1/ Annualized based on ten months. 
  

   
  

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census and    
  Randall Gross / Development  Economics. 
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