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Report Overview 
 

This report was prepared following a request by Holly Witt of the Rural Help 

Network, founded by the West Central Initiative in Fergus Falls, Minnesota.  The 

primary data in this report is from the 1990 and 2000 U.S. Census as well as the 

Minnesota Department of Health Profiles.  This report examines the following: 

1. Population change in cities and townships across both West 

Central and North West Minnesota. 

2. Natality and mortality characteristics of the North West and West 

Central region. 

3. Per capita income for both NW and WC regions.  The analysis will 

also compare the 7 county metropolitan area of the Twin Cities with 

West Central and North West Minnesota. 

 
Center for Small Towns 

 
The mission of the Center for Small Towns is to focus the University’s attention 

and marshal its resources toward assisting Minnesota’s small towns with locally 

identified issues by creating applied learning opportunities for faculty and 

students.  The Center for Small Towns is supported by a grant from the Blandin 

Foundation. 

 

For more information about the Center for Small Towns, please give us a call or 

visit our webpage at http://www.centerforsmalltowns.org. 

 

Center for Small Towns 
University of Minnesota, Morris 

110 Community Services Building 
Morris, MN 56267 

(320) 589-6451 
 
 

The Center for Small Towns encourages the distribution and diffusion of the 
ideas and concepts contained herein if the source is acknowledged. 
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PRIMARY FINDINGS 
 
Population 

·  The smallest of cities and townships (population under 500 persons) have 
smaller growth rates and higher rates of population loss. 

·  There appears to be a high rate of population loss in townships with a 
population between 1,500 and 2,500 in the West Central Minnesota area. 

·  Just about one-half of the non-metropolitan population lives outside of the 
city, under township jurisdiction. 

 
 
Natality and Mortality 

·  North West Minnesota, though lower than the state average, is 
experiencing a greater natural rate of increase than the West Central 
region (which is experiencing a natural decrease), due primarily to a 
higher fertility rate. 

 
 
Per Capita Income 

·  The per capita income for residents of the West Central and North West 
areas is 77% and 70%, respectively, of the state average.  The gap 
between the regions and state has decreased 4% in the North West and 
5% in the West Central regions since 1990. 

·  The per capita income of West Central and North West regional residents 
is 67% and 61%, respectively, of that found in the 7 county Twin Cities 
area. 

·  The per capita income in counties for both West Central and North West 
Minnesota grew at a rate 20-40% faster than the inflation rate between 
1990 and 2000. 
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A.  Introduction 
In the year 2000 the U.S. Census Bureau reports that there were 4,919,479 

people in the State of Minnesota, up 12.4% from 4,375,099 in 1990.  This 

population lives under three distinct administrative entities – 853 cities, which 

contain 80% of our state population; 1,794 townships with 19% of the population; 

and a number of unorganized territories with 1% of the population.  Minneapolis 

and St. Paul are the largest incorporated places, with 382,618 and 287,151 

persons, respectively.  Duluth is a distant third with a 85,493 population.  These 

top 3 city population centers grew at a rate less than the state average.  There 

are 33 cities with a population over 25,000 persons and 727 cities with under 

5,000 persons.  Put another way, for every big city there are 22 small ones. 

 

 

 
Map A1. Minnesota Counties with Population Over/Under 100,000 

 

There are 87 counties in Minnesota.  In 2000, Minnesota had eight counties (9%) 

with more than 100,000 residents (see Map A1) and sixteen (18%) counties with 

fewer than 10,000 residents (see Map A2).  In the eight largest counties, 60% of 

the population can be found.  Hennepin county alone has over 1,000,000 people, 
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itself containing 23% of the total Minnesota population.  Scott and Sherburne are 

the fastest growing counties with both growing at about a 54% growth rate 

between 1990 and 2000. 

 

 
Map A2. Minnesota Counties with Population Over/Under 10,000 

 

Twenty-five counties (29%) lost population between 1990 and 2000.  This decline 

is not as significant as witnessed in the period between 1980 and 1990, when 

just over half of all Minnesota counties lost population.    As seen in the map 

above, most of the smaller counties are found along the northern and western 

borders of the state. 

 

There is considerable variation in the state of Minnesota that cannot be 

examined through a county-level analysis.  Smaller administrative units, namely 

cities and townships, will be thoroughly examined in this report to detail change 

in Minnesota between 1990 and 2000.  The map on the following page shows 

how a Geographic Information Systems (GIS) software package can be utilized 

to bring together Census data with a Minor Civil Division (city and township) 

level. 
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Map A3. Minnesota Population Gain/Loss by Minor Civil Division 

 
By mapping both townships and cities we can see the widespread variation that 

can exist within counties.  In Southwest Minnesota, the widespread losses are 

sprinkled with occasional gains.  The largest growth appears to occur in the lake 

regions of the state, leaving the entire South West and many parts of both West 

Central Minnesota and North West Minnesota with little growth. 
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B.  Population of West Central and North West Minnesota 
The primary areas of interest in this research report are West Central and North 
West Minnesota.  The West Central region contains the counties of Becker, Clay, 
Douglas, Grant, Otter Tail, Pope, Stevens, Traverse, and Wilkin.  The North West 
region contains the counties of Beltrami, Clearwater, Hubbard, Kittson, Lake of 
the Woods, Mahnomen, Marshall, Norman, Pennington, Polk, Red Lake, 
Roseau, Todd and Wadena. 
 

 
Map B1. Counties and Boundaries of WC and NW Minnesota 

 
Hubbard, Wadena, and Todd counties are included in the North West region.  
They are generally identified with the Central Minnesota region, but are included 
in the North West region at the request of the Rural Help Network. 
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Map B2. Population Change by County in West Central and North West Minnesota. 
 

Area 1990 Population 2000 Population % Change 

Minnesota 4,375,099 4,919,479 12.4% 

West Central 197,295 210,059 6.5% 

North West 193,359 202,772 4.9% 

Table B1. 1990 and 2000 Population for WC and NW Minnesota. 
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The West Central and North West regions both witnesses population growth at a 
rate slower than the state average. 
 

 
Map B3. Population Change by Minor Civil Division in West Central and  

North West Minnesota 
 
The sections following will break out the cities and the townships in these regions 
to examine population change and other characteristics. 
 

IMPORTANT NOTE 
The number of townships analyzed in this paper will be 1791 (99.8%), rather than 
the actual number of 1794 in the year 2000, due to changes in township 
geography that results in an incompatible analysis between the 1990 and 2000 
Census.  Those excluded were Camp 5, Breitung, and Eagles Nest.
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C.  Number and Population of Cities by Size 
This section will examine the size of Minnesota cities as they have been reported 
by the 1990 and 2000 U.S. Census.  The size categories are based on a Nice 
Round Number system – not on statistically-derived quartiles or deciles – which 
people and agencies tend to use in their breakdowns of cities. 
  

Size in 2000 Number of 
Cities 

% of Total 
Cities 

Total 
Population 

% of Total 
Population 

Under 500 people 375 43.9% 82,492 2.1% 
500 – 1,000 146 17.1% 104,522 2.7% 
1,000 – 1,500 59 6.9% 72,021 1.8% 
1,500 – 2,500 66 7.7% 131,209 3.3% 
2,500 – 5,000 81 9.5% 284,897 7.3% 
5,000 – 10,000 43 5.0% 311,483 7.9% 
10,000 – 25,000 50 5.9% 817,345 20.8% 
Over 25,000 33 3.9% 2,124,484 54.1% 

Total 853  3,928,453  
Table C1. Number and Population of Cities by Size in Minnesota 

 
Size in 2000 Number of 

Cities 
% of Total 

Cities 
Total 

Population 
% of Total 
Population 

Under 500 people 55 64.7% 11,869 10.1% 
500 – 1,000 10 11.8% 7,004 6.0% 
1,000 – 1,500 5 5.9% 6,173 5.3% 
1,500 – 2,500 5 5.9% 9,615 8.2% 
2,500 – 5,000 5 5.9% 16,007 13.6% 
5,000 – 10,000 3 3.5% 21,236 18.1% 
10,000 – 25,000 1 1.2% 13,471 11.5% 
Over 25,000 1 1.2% 32,177 27.4% 

Total 85  117,552  
Table C2. Number and Population of Cities by Size in WC Minnesota 

 
Size in 2000 Number of 

Cities 
% of Total 

Cities 
Total 

Population 
% of Total 
Population 

Under 500 people 60 65.2% 12,194 14.6% 
500 – 1,000 15 16.3% 10,431 12.5% 
1,000 – 1,500 5 5.4% 5,957 7.2% 
1,500 – 2,500 4 4.3% 6,565 7.9% 
2,500 – 5,000 4 4.3% 12,176 14.6% 
5,000 – 10,000 3 3.2% 24,103 28.9% 
10,000 – 25,000 1 1.1% 11,917 14.3% 
Over 25,000 0 0% 0 0% 

Total 92  83,343  
Table C3. Number and Population of Cities by Size in NW Minnesota 

 
The 4% of cities with a population of over 25,000 people contain 54% of all 
people that reside in cities across the state of Minnesota.  The 44% of cities with 
a population less than 500 people contain just 2% of the total population.  There 
are many, many small cities – as the table above shows.  There are 727 cities of 
under 5,000 persons spread across the Minnesota landscape, and 33 cities with 
more than 25,000 persons.  The ratio of small cities to large cities is 
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approximately 1:22, meaning for each city of more than 25,000 persons, there 
are 22 under 5,000. 
 

Percentage of Cities by Size Group, 2000

44%

17%

7%

8%

9%

5%

6% 4%

Under 500 people

500 – 1,000

1,000 – 1,500

1,500 – 2,500

2,500 – 5,000

5,000 – 10,000

10,000 – 25,000

Over 25,000

 
Chart C1. Percentage of Cities by Size, 2000 

 

Percentage of City Population by Size, 2000
3%

2%

3%

7%

8%

21%
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500 – 1,000

1,000 – 1,500
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2,500 – 5,000

5,000 – 10,000

10,000 – 25,000
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Chart C2. Percentage of City Population by Size, 2000 
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D.  Population Gains and Losses in Cities 
The following tables will examine indicators of cities across the state, such as 
those gaining more than 10% of population, that begin with their size in 1990.  
This is to examine the changes in the size categories as they were in 1990, not 
as they ended up in 2000. 
 

Size in 1990 
Average 

Pop. 
Change 

% Cities 
Gaining 

Pop. 

% Cities 
Gain >10% 

% Cities 
Lose >10% 

Under 500 people 3.4% 50% 27% 25% 
500 – 1,000 11.6% 61% 35% 8% 
1,000 – 1,500 18.2% 78% 47% 3% 
1,500 – 2,500 11.8% 76% 44% 3% 
2,500 – 5,000 16.3% 75% 50% 3% 
5,000 – 10,000 21.0% 82% 49% 4% 
10,000 – 25,000 19.7% 77% 43% 0% 
Over 25,000 11.9% 85% 46% 0% 

Total
 

9.7% 
 

62% 
 

36% 
 

14% 
Table D1. Cities Gaining and Losing Population in 2000 by Size 

 
Across Minnesota, about half of the cities with a population under 500 people 
grew between 1990 and 2000.  There appear to be commonalities between city 
size and expected gains or losses in population in a few of the categories.  It is 
not the scope of this report to test the significance of these relationships but to 
provide a general overview of the findings – an upcoming report will provide 
these advanced statistics.  Around three of every four cities with a population of 
more than 1,000 persons witnesses a population gain since 1990.  Approximately 
half of all cities with a population greater than 1,000 saw a gain of more than 
10%.  One quarter of cities with a population under 500 people lost more than 
10% of their population since 1990.  The largest average population change of 
21% is found in cities with a population between 5,000 and 10,000. 
 

Size in 1990 
Average 

Pop. 
Change 

% Cities 
Gaining 

Pop. 

% Cities 
Gain >10% 

% Cities 
Lose >10% 

Under 500 people 4.2% 59% 32% 22% 
500 – 1,000 4.7% 46% 39% 15% 
1,000 – 1,500 16.1% 100% 75% 0% 
1,500 – 2,500 13.7% 100% 60% 0% 
2,500 – 5,000 4.5% 75% 25% 0% 
5,000 – 10,000 4.5% 67% 67% 0% 
10,000 – 25,000 9.0% 100% 0% 0% 
Over 25,000 -0.4% 0% 0% 0% 

Total
 

5.4% 
 

62% 
 

37% 
 

17% 
Table D2. Cities Gaining and Losing Population in 2000 by Size in WC Minnesota 

 
In West Central Minnesota, the largest growing cities had a population between 
1,000 and 2,500 persons – three of every four witnessed a population gain of 
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over 10%.  The largest city in the region, Moorhead, witnessed a small 
population decrease of 0.4% between 1990 and 2000. 
 

Size in 1990 
Average 

Pop. 
Change 

% Cities 
Gaining 

Pop. 

% Cities 
Gain >10% 

% Cities 
Lose >10% 

Under 500 people -0.6% 44% 19% 29% 
500 – 1,000 0.5% 50% 6% 0% 
1,000 – 1,500 -1.1% 50% 17% 17% 
1,500 – 2,500 1.4% 75% 25% 0% 
2,500 – 5,000 12.8% 100% 67% 0% 
5,000 – 10,000 -2.5% 67% 0% 33% 
10,000 – 25,000 6.0% 100% 0% 0% 
Over 25,000     

Total
 

0.3% 
 

50% 
 

17% 
 

21% 
Table D3. Cities Gaining and Losing Population in 2000 by Size in NW Minnesota 

 
This table shows that the variation within the smallest size category of under 500 
people is large.  While the average growth for cities in this size category is a loss 
of 0.6%, the cities with the greatest change in population are also in this category 
as seen in Table D7 below.  The fastest growing cities appear to be those with a 
population between 2,500 and 5,000 persons.  Just over two of every three of 
these cities gained more than 10% in population, while none lost over 10%. 
 

Largest Cities 
 

City (County) 
 

2000 Pop 
 

1990 Pop 
% Pop. 
Change 

Moorhead (Clay) 32177 32295 -0.4% 
Fergus Falls (Otter Tail) 13471 12362 9% 
Alexandria (Douglas) 8820 7838 12.5% 
Detroit Lakes (Becker) 7348 6635 10.7% 
Morris (Stevens) 5068 5613 -9.7% 

Table D4. Five Largest Cities in WC Minnesota 
 
 

City (County) 
 

2000 Pop 
 

1990 Pop 
% Pop. 
Change 

Bemidji (Beltrami) 11917 11245 6.0% 
Thief River Falls (Pennington) 8410 8010 5.0% 
Crookston (Polk) 8192 8119 0.9% 
East Grand Forks (Polk) 7501 8658 -13.4% 
Park Rapids (Hubbard) 3276 2863 14.4% 

Table D5. Five Largest Cities in NW Minnesota 
 
There are no cities in North West Minnesota with more than 25,000 people.  The 
largest city in the North West region is Bemidji, with a population in 2000 of 
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11,917 persons, up 6% from 1990.  Thief River Falls, with 8,410 persons, is the 
second largest city and Crookston is third with 8,192 people. 
 
 
 Fastest-growing Cities 
 

City 
 

2000 Pop 
 

1990 Pop 
% Pop. 
Change 

Miltona (Douglas) 279 181 54.1% 
Westport (Pope) 72 47 53.2% 
Tenney (Wilkin) 6 4 50.0% 
Ottertail (Otter Tail) 451 313 44.1% 
Garfield (Douglas) 281 203 38.4% 
Long Beach (Pope) 271 204 32.8% 
Pelican Rapids (Otter Tail) 2374 1886 25.9% 
Osakis (Douglas) 1567 1256 24.8% 
Perham City (Otter Tail) 2559 2075 23.3% 
New York Mills (Otter Tail) 1158 940 23.2% 
Lake Park (Becker) 782 638 22.6% 
Glyndon (Clay) 1049 862 21.7% 

Table D6. Cities in WC MN With >20% Population Growth 
 
 

City (County) 
 

2000 Pop 
 

1990 Pop 
% Pop. 
Change 

West Union (Todd) 87 54 61.1% 
Mentor (Polk) 150 94 59.6% 
Laporte (Hubbard) 145 101 43.6% 
Badger (Roseau) 470 381 23.4% 
Winger (Polk) 205 167 22.8% 
Waubun (Mahnomen) 403 330 22.1% 
Turtle River (Beltrami) 75 62 21.0% 

Table D7. Cities in NW MN With >20% Population Growth 
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E.  Number and Population of Townships by Size 
This section will examine the size of Minnesota townships as they have been 
reported by the 1990 and 2000 U.S. Census.  An examination of township 
changes is an extremely challenging task.  Geographical boundary changes, 
especially in Northern Minnesota, are not conducive to valid comparative 
changes between census years.  No single agency is responsible for 
coordinating the formation or disorganization of townships, like the League of 
Minnesota Cities does for cities.  The Minnesota Association of Townships does 
have some data regarding changes, and the Boundary and Annexation Survey 
does provide an additional source. 
  

Size in 2000 Number of 
Townships 

% of Total 
Townships 

Total 
Population 

% of Total 
Population 

Under 500 people 1,239 69.1% 292,575 30.7% 
500 – 1,000 339 19.0% 236,713 24.9% 
1,000 – 1,500 102 5.7% 125,543 13.2% 
1,500 – 2,500 69 3.9% 132,457 13.9% 
2,500 – 5,000 38 2.1% 132,456 13.9% 
5,000 – 10,000 3 0.2% 20,586 2.2% 
10,000 – 25,000 1 0.1% 11,293 1.2% 
Over 25,000     

Total 1,791  951,623  
Table E1. Number and Population of Townships by Size in Minnesota 

 
Size in 2000 Number of 

Townships 
% of Total 
Townships 

Total 
Population 

% of Total 
Population 

Under 500 people 183 77% 42,945 44% 
500 – 1,000 42 19% 29,527 30% 
1,000 – 1,500 6 3% 6,976 7% 
1,500 – 2,500 5 2% 9,311 10% 
2,500 – 5,000 2 1% 8,816 9% 
5,000 – 10,000     
10,000 – 25,000     
Over 25,000     

Total 238  97,575  
Table E2. Number and Population of Townships by Size in WC Minnesota 

 
Size in 2000 Number of 

Townships 
% of Total 
Townships 

Total 
Population 

% of Total 
Population 

Under 500 people 316 85% 52,572 51% 
500 – 1,000 43 12% 29,032 28% 
1,000 – 1,500 10 3% 11,734 11% 
1,500 – 2,500 2 1% 3,669 4% 
2,500 – 5,000 2 1% 6,955 7% 
5,000 – 10,000     
10,000 – 25,000     
Over 25,000     

Total 373  103,962  
Table E3. Number and Population of Townships by Size in NW Minnesota 

 
Unlike cities, a large percentage of the township population is found in the 
smaller sized areas.  In the North West area, 51% of the township population 
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lives in the 85% of townships which have less than 500 people.  The West 
Central area, while not as great as the North West area, is still well above the 
state average for the smaller size categories.  
 

Percentage of Townships by Size, 2000
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Chart E1. Percentage of Townships by Size, 2000 

 

Percentage of Township Population by Size, 
2000
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Chart E2. Percentage of Township Population by Size, 2000 
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F.  Population Gains and Losses in Townships 
The following tables will examine indicators of townships, such as those gaining 
more than 10% of population, that begin with their size in 1990.  This is to 
examine the changes in the size categories as they were in 1990, not as they 
ended up in 2000. 
 

Size in 1990 
Average 

Pop. 
Change 

% Tshps 
Gaining 

Pop. 

% Tshps 
Gain >10% 

% Tshps 
Lose >10% 

Under 500 people 0.7% 41% 25% 31% 
500 – 1,000 10.9% 69% 45% 8% 
1,000 – 1,500 12.7% 77% 53% 8% 
1,500 – 2,500 17.0% 80% 65% 8% 
2,500 – 5,000 14.7% 89% 57% 4% 
5,000 – 10,000 12.5% 100% 67% 0% 
10,000 – 25,000     
Over 25,000     

Total
 

4.0% 
 

50% 
 

32% 
 

24% 
Table F1. Minnesota Townships Gaining and Losing Population in 2000 by Size 

 

Size in 1990 
Average 

Pop. 
Change 

% Tshps 
Gaining 

Pop. 

% Tshps 
Gain >10% 

% Tshps 
Lose >10% 

Under 500 people 0.0% 45% 23% 29% 
500 – 1,000 16.4% 91% 68% 3% 
1,000 – 1,500 11.9% 83% 50% 17% 
1,500 – 2,500 -5.4% 50% 0% 50% 
2,500 – 5,000 16.4% 100% 100% 0% 
5,000 – 10,000     
10,000 – 25,000     
Over 25,000     

Total
 

2.8% 
 

53% 
 

31% 
 

25% 
Table F2. West Central Townships Gaining and Losing Population in 2000 by Size 

 

Size in 1990 
Average 

Pop. 
Change 

% Tshps 
Gaining 

Pop. 

% Tshps 
Gain >10% 

% Tshps 
Lose >10% 

Under 500 people -3.3% 38% 22% 39% 
500 – 1,000 14.8% 78% 56% 7% 
1,000 – 1,500 14.2% 67% 67% 17% 
1,500 – 2,500 13.7% 100% 100% 0% 
2,500 – 5,000 10.4% 100% 100% 0% 
5,000 – 10,000     
10,000 – 25,000     
Over 25,000     

Total
 

-0.9% 
 

44% 
 

27% 
 

35% 
Table F3. North West Townships Gaining and Losing Population in 2000 by Size 
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The three tables above provide a few clues as to the categories of township size.  
Of townships with less than 500 people, 31% have lost more than 10% of their 
population since 1990.  Two of every five townships with less than 500 people 
gained population between 1990 and 2000, compared with over four of every five 
townships that have more than 2,500 people. 
 
There appears to be high rates of population loss in townships with a population 
between 1,500 and 2,500 in the West Central Minnesota area, compared with 
townships in adjacent size categories.  This category is marked by 1) low 
average population change, 2) fewer townships gaining population, 3) fewer 
gaining more than 10% and 4) more losing more than 10%.  The small number of 
townships in this size category (there are five) does encourage us to examine 
other regions or other samples for the same trend. 
 
In North West Minnesota, a larger number of townships lost more than 10% of 
their population than gained more than 10%.  Under half of the townships with a 
population below 500 people gained population between 1990 and 2000.  The 
North West region saw less growth and greater loss than the state average for 
townships. 
 

Largest Townships 
 

Township 
 

2000 Pop 
 

1990 Pop 
% Pop. 
Change 

Alexandria (Douglas) 4,760 4,014 18.6% 
Detroit (Becker) 2,359 2,348 0.5% 
Lanesburgh (Pope) 2,074 1,613 28.6% 
Carlos (Douglas) 1,912 1,402 36.4% 
Le Sauk (Otter Tail) 1,880 2,173 -13.5% 

Table F4. Largest Townships in WC Minnesota 
 
 

Township (County) 
 

2000 Pop 
 

1990 Pop 
% Pop. 
Change 

La Grand (Clearwater) 4,056 3,550 14.3% 
Northern (Beltrami) 4,021 3,638 10.5% 
Bemidji (Beltrami) 2,934 2,660 10.3% 
Greenway (Clearwater) 2,018 1,936 4.2% 
Lent (Clearwater) 1,992 1,797 10.9% 

Table F5. Largest Townships in NW Minnesota 
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 Fastest-growing Townships 
 

Township (County) 
 

2000 Pop 
 

1990 Pop 
% Pop. 
Change 

Baker (Stevens) 265 156 69.9% 
Hiram (Otter Tail) 334 205 62.9% 
Otter Tail (Otter Tail) 556 363 53.2% 
McCauleyville (Wilkin) 56 37 51.4% 
Dora (Otter Tail) 726 494 47.0% 
Lake Emma (Becker) 900 631 42.6% 
Dunn (Otter Tail) 855 602 42.0% 
Kathio (Clay) 1,309 930 40.8% 
Inguadona (Otter Tail) 190 135 40.7% 

Table F6. Townships in WC MN With >40% Population Growth 
 
 

Township (County) 
 

2000 Pop 
 

1990 Pop 
% Pop. 
Change 

Libby (Beltrami) 47 22 113.6% 
Minnie (Beltrami) 19 9 111.1% 
Woodside (Polk) 514 287 79.1% 
Greenwood (Mahnomen) 905 515 75.7% 
Sugar Bush (Beltrami) 193 113 70.8% 
Mantrap (Hubbard) 454 275 65.1% 
South Red River (Kittson) 23 14 64.3% 
Hazelton (Kittson) 712 440 61.8% 
Steamboat River (Hubbard) 123 78 57.7% 
Kego (Beltrami) 465 297 56.6% 
Ten Lake (Beltrami) 1,005 651 54.4% 
Nevis (Hubbard) 875 603 45.1% 
Akeley (Hubbard) 481 332 44.9% 
Crow Wing Lake (Hubbard) 266 187 42.2% 
Isle Harbor (Clearwater) 590 416 41.8% 
Schoolcraft (Hubbard) 106 75 41.3% 

Table F7. Townships in NW MN With >40% Population Growth 
 
There is a high variation in the townships with a smaller size due to the fact that a 
small value increase, say of 10 people, will result in a large percentage increase.  
This is true for the townships of Libby and Minnie, both in Beltrami county. 
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G.  Comparing Cities and Townships 
This section will bring together many of the indicators to examine the differences 
between cities and townships. 
 

Area Population in City 
(%) 

Population in Township 
(%) 

Minnesota 3,929,453 (80%) 951,623 (19%) 
West Central Minnesota 117,552 (55%) 97,575 (45%) 
North West Minnesota 83,343 (44%) 103,962 (56%) 

Table G1. Total City and Township Population 
 
The total percentage for the state will not equal 100 as a small portion of the 
population lives in Unorganized Townships, mainly in the northern area of the 
state.  Again, it is important to note that there are a number of cities in Minnesota 
that cross county boundaries.  To complete this analysis, the parts of a city that 
may exist in an adjacent county have been added together to ensure an accurate 
picture of the entire city has been presented.  However, this also means that the 
sum of the city and township population may slightly exceed the reported county 
population. 
 
One intriguing finding is that in North West Minnesota more people live in 
townships than cities – 103,962 (56%) in townships and 83,343 (44%) in cities.  
Additionally, in North West Minnesota, a small number of people live in 
Unorganized Townships that are neither incorporated cities nor organized 
townships.  Approximately 9,000 people live under these jurisdictions. 
 

Avg. % Pop. Change Area 
Cities Townships 

Minnesota 9.7% 4.0% 
West Central Minnesota 5.4% 2.8% 
North West Minnesota 0.3% -0.9% 

Table G2. Average Population Growth for Cities and Townships 
 
Both cities and townships witnessed a population change lower than the state 
average in both West Central and North West Minnesota.  Gains were 
experienced by all entities except for townships in the North West region. 
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Size in 1990 

Average Pop. 
Change For Cities 

Average Pop. 
Change For 
Townships 

Under 500 people 3.4% 0.7% 
500 – 1,000 11.6% 10.9% 
1,000 – 1,500 18.2% 12.7% 
1,500 – 2,500 11.8% 17.0% 
2,500 – 5,000 16.3% 14.7% 
5,000 – 10,000 21.0% 12.5% 
10,000 – 25,000 19.7%  
Over 25,000 11.9%  

Total
 

9.7% 
 

4.0% 
Table G3. Average Population Change for Cities and Townships 

 
Both cities and townships with a population under 500 people had a difficult time 
gaining population between 1990 and 2000.  The large number of cities in this 
size category does tend to bring the average for all cities down.  Cities and 
townships with a population greater than 500 people do show a gain of at least 
10%, and in the case of cities between 10,000 and 25,000 over 20%.  It is difficult 
to fully extrapolate the figures for townships with more than 5,000 people as 
there are only five in existence. 
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H.  Natality and Mortality in NW and WC Minnesota 
 
The natality (birth) and mortality data is gathered for both the West Central and 
North West regions through the Minnesota County Health Profiles.  The most 
recent report, in 2000, provides data for 1999.   
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Becker 360 306 65 12 10 +2 
Clay 647 411 51 13 8 +5 
Douglas 354 315 62 11 10 +1 
Grant 54 95 57 9 16 -7 
Otter Tail 581 661 60 11 12 -1 
Pope 103 152 58 10 14 -5 
Stevens 117 90 52 12 9 +3 
Traverse 33 69 56 8 17 -9 
Wilkin 94 81 72 13 11 +2 
WC MN 2,343 2,180 59.2 11 11.9 -9 
State of MN 65,953 38,473 62 14 8 +6 

Table H1.  Natural Rates of Change in West Central Minnesota, 1999.1 
 
Traverse county is rapidly losing population due to the natural rate of increase (in 
this case decrease) – which is the percentage change in the population due to 
the difference in the birth rate and the death rate.  For the West Central 
Minnesota regions, a loss of 9% is due to the low birth rate and high death rate.  
This does not include migration figures. 

                                            
1 Source:  Minnesota Health Profiles. http://www.mnplan.state.mn.us/datanetweb/health.html 



 25 

 
 

 N
u

m
b

er
 o

f 
B

ir
th

s 

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f 
D

ea
th

s 

F
er

ti
lit

y 
R

at
e 

(p
er

 
1,

00
0 

p
o

p
. f

em
al

es
 

15
-4

4)
 

B
ir

th
 R

at
e 

(p
er

 
1,

00
0 

p
o

p
.)
 

D
ea

th
 R

at
e 

(p
er

 
1,

00
0 

p
o

p
.)
 

N
at

u
ra

l R
at

e 
o

f 
In

cr
ea

se
 

Beltrami 563 335 64 14 9 +6 
Clearwater 94 114 67 12 14 -3 

Hubbard 176 198 60 10 12 0 
Kittson 45 76 52 9 15 -6 

Lake of the Woods 43 43 52 9 9 0 
Mahnomen 63 64 72 12 13 0 

Marshall 107 97 62 11 10 +1 
Norman 89 94 75 12 13 0 

Pennington 169 158 63 13 12 +1 
Polk 331 384 57 11 13 -2 

Red Lake 45 49 62 11 12 0 
Roseau 207 134 65 13 8 +5 

Todd 268 221 63 11 9 +2 
Wadena 172 203 76 13 15 -2 

North West MN 2,372 2,170 63.6 11.5 11.7 +2 
West Central MN 2,343 2,180 59.2 11 11.9 -9 
State of MN 65,953 38,473 62 14 8 +6 

Table H2. Natural Rates of Change in North West Minnesota, 1999.2 
 
Beltrami county is one example where there is a large number of deaths, but it is 
offset by an incredible number of births.  Overall, the findings here indicate a 
natural rate of increase of +2 for the North West Minnesota region.  North West 
Minnesota is experiencing a greater natural rate of increase than the West 
Central region, due primarily to a higher fertility rate.  The West Central Region 
has a below average fertility rate which accounts for a majority of its natural rate 
of decrease.  Beltrami (+6) and Roseau (+5) counties are the largest attractors of 
population in the 14 county region.  Kittson (-6) and Clearwater (-3) are losing 
population through a higher number of deaths than births.  It appears the North 
West region is not losing population nearly as fast as the West Central region. 

                                            
2 Source:  Minnesota Health Profiles. http://www.mnplan.state.mn.us/datanetweb/health.html 
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I.  Income Analysis for WC and NW Minnesota 
The Census of 1990 and 2000 provides a per capita income variable that 
measures income in 1989 and 1999, respectively. 
 

 

Per Capita 
Income, 1989 

Per Capita 
Income, 1999 

Percent Change 
1989-1999 

Becker $9,889 $17,085 73% 

Clay $10,836 $17,557 62% 

Douglas $10,264 $18,850 84% 

Grant $9,622 $17,131 78% 

Otter Tail $10,467 $18,014 72% 

Pope $9,465 $19,032 101% 

Stevens $9,814 $17,569 79% 

Traverse $9,882 $16,378 66% 

Wilkin $10,108 $16,873 67% 
West Central Average 
PCI (% of state) $10,308 (72%) $17,836 (77%) 

 
73% 

Beltrami $8,938 $15,497 73% 

Clearwater $8,359 $15,694 88% 

Hubbard $9,527 $15,895 67% 

Kittson $11,050 $16,525 50% 

Lake of the Woods $10,623 $16,976 60% 

Mahnomen $7,737 $13,438 74% 

Marshall $9,675 $16,317 69% 

Norman $9,948 $15,895 60% 

Pennington $10,426 $17,346 66% 

Polk $10,199 $17,279 69% 

Red Lake $8,963 $15,372 72% 

Roseau $10,280 $17,053 66% 

Todd $8,535 $15,658 83% 

Wadena $8,640 $15,146 75% 
North West Average 
PCI (% of state) $9,461 (66%) $16,323 (70%) 

 
73% 

State of MN $14,389 $23,198 61% 
Table I1:  Per Capita Income in WC and NW Minnesota, 1989-19993 

 
The per capita income for both West Central and North West Minnesota grew at 
a rate faster than the state, yet they are both still below the state level.  The 
North West area per capita income is 70% of the state average, up from 66% in 
1989.  Mahnomen county had the lowest per capita income in 1989 and this 
continues through 1989.  The West Central area has made some significant 
progress since 1989 by closing the gap in the difference between the regional 
average and state per capita income.  Pope county in particular has witnessed 
great growth, moving from one of the lowest in the West Central region in 1989 to 
the highest in 1989 at $19,032 – a gain of 101%.  The lowest rate in West 

                                            
3 All persons, including institutionalized 
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Central is in Traverse county with a per capita income of $16,378.  In 1989, the 
West Central region earned about 72% of the state average, while in 1999 it has 
gained 5%, up to 77% of the state average. 
 
 

 

Per Capita 
Income in 1989 

Per Capita 
Income in 1999 

Percent Change 
1989-1999 

Anoka $14,554 $23,297 60% 

Carver $16,116 $28,486 77% 

Dakota $17,237 $27,008 57% 

Hennepin $18,496 $28,789 56% 

Ramsey $15,645 $23,536 50% 

Scott $15,341 $26,418 72% 
Washington $17,435 $28,148 61% 

Average PCI for 
TC Metro 

 
$17,124 $26,776 

 
56% 

Table I2.  Per Capita Income for Twin Cities Metro Area, 1989-19994 
 
There are seven counties in the Twin Cities metropolitan area that tend to skew 
the results for state-wide income figures.  The average per capita income in 1999 
for this metro region is a full 13% higher than the state average, further detailing 
a gap that exists between metropolitan and rural Minnesota income.  The North 
West region per capita income is 61% of the TC metro in 1999, up from 55% in 
1989.  The West Central region is somewhat stronger than the North West, yet is 
only 67% of the TC metro in 1999, up from 60% in 1989. 
 
The income must be measured against inflation to fully understand the growth of 
the indicator between 1989 and 1999.  The Bureau of Labor Statistics provides 
these inflation percentages.  As a baseline, in 1989 if the income was $10,000, 
we would expect an increase to $13,435.48 in 1999 due only to inflation.  It is 
informative, then, to examine the expected value of per capita income (the 1989 
PCI * 1.343548 inflationary constant) with the actual value reported by the U.S. 
Census for the area.  The table on the following page examines these 
differences. 

                                            
4 All persons, including institutionalized 
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 Expected PCI % Actual Income 
Above Expected 

Becker $13,286 29% 
Clay $14,559 21% 

Douglas $13,790 37% 
Grant $12,928 33% 

Otter Tail $14,063 28% 
Pope $12,717 50% 

Stevens $13,186 33% 
Traverse $13,277 23% 

Wilkin $13,581 24% 
West Central MN   

Beltrami $12,009 29% 
Clearwater $11,231 40% 

Hubbard $12,800 24% 
Kittson $14,846 11% 

Lake of the Woods $14,273 19% 
Mahnomen $10,395 29% 

Marshall $12,999 26% 
Norman $13,366 19% 

Pennington $14,008 24% 
Polk $13,703 26% 

Red Lake $12,042 28% 
Roseau $13,812 24% 

Todd $11,467 37% 
Wadena $11,608 31% 

North West MN   

State of MN $19,332 20% 
Table I3.  Expected vs. Actual PCI Adjusted for Inflation 

 
Most of the counties in both West Central and North West Minnesota grew at a 
rate faster than inflation, in most cases faster than the state average.  Douglas, 
Clearwater, Grant, Pope, Stevens, Todd and Wadena counties report a gain 
greater than 30% over the rate of inflation between 1989 and 1999.  The smallest 
difference exists in Kittson county, yet if we look at its 1989 per capita income it 
is the highest in both regions. 
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J.  Summary of Findings and Topics for Future Research 
 
This section will bring together the factual findings from the previous sections 
with a few editorial impressions that were left as a result of this analysis. 
 
Population 

·  The smallest of cities and townships (population under 500 persons) have 
smaller growth rates and higher rates of population loss. 

·  There appears to be a high rate of population loss in townships with a 
population between 1,500 and 2,500 in the West Central Minnesota area. 

·  Just about one-half of the non-metropolitan population lives outside of the 
city, under township jurisdiction. 

 
One cannot make a blanket statement about growth across Minnesota.  While 
there are more cities and townships gaining population in the metropolitan and 
North Central areas of the state, there are still significant gains through South 
West, West Central, and North West Minnesota.  A graphical representation of 
growth by cities and townships (see Map A3) allows one to identify individual 
localities that can become a baseline for further inquiries.  Why are certain areas 
in an area of population loss still gaining population?  This question is best 
answered through discourse and research.  The maps provide a jumping-off 
point for discussion. 
 
In West Central there appears to be a “soft spot” of growth by townships with 
1,500 to 2,500 people compared with townships in adjacent size categories.  This 
“soft spot” is marked by townships with 1) low average population change, 2) 
fewer townships gaining population, 3) fewer gaining more than 10% and 4) more 
losing more than 10%.  The small number of townships in this size category 
(there are five) does encourage us to examine other regions or other samples for 
the same trend in future research. 
 
Approximately half of the population in rural counties live in townships, and not 
cities.  These “open country” areas may be unexplored territory for organizations 
that have a focus on rural development.  The townships provide a valuable point 
of entry to locate and direct assistance to nearly half of the rural population.  
While not explored in this report, it is safe to assume that a majority of those who 
live in the “open country” are not engaged in farming. 
 
Throughout this analysis, there is an implicit assumption that growth in population 
is a good thing for a community.  There are, however, communities that wish to 
retain their current culture and stability.  The notion of growth is an attractive idea 
to many communities that are experiencing difficulties such as a depressed tax 
base.  However, growth itself may result in more problems than it was supposed 
to solve.  This is a difficult perceptual issue that would require additional research 
into local values and definitions of growth. 
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Natality and Mortality 
·  North West Minnesota, though lower than the state average, is 

experiencing a greater natural rate of increase than the West Central 
region (which is experiencing a natural decrease), due primarily to a 
higher fertility rate. 

 
There is a prevalent notion that the high number of seniors in rural areas ensures 
a loss in population for rural places.  This is not entirely true.  Some areas do 
have a large senior population, but this does not guarantee that the area will lose 
population.  As seen in the North West region, a high fertility rate can offset a 
death to birth ratio that is greater than 1, resulting in a natural rate of increase. 
 
 
Per Capita Income 

·  The per capita income for residents of the West Central and North West 
areas is 77% and 70%, respectively, of the state average.  The gap 
between the regions and state has decreased 4% in the North West and 
5% in the West Central regions since 1990. 

·  The per capita income of West Central and North West regional residents 
is 67% and 61%, respectively, of that found in the 7 county Twin Cities 
area. 

·  The per capita income in counties for both West Central and North West 
Minnesota grew at a rate 20-40% faster than the inflation rate between 
1990 and 2000. 

 
These indicators show some progress with regards to per capita income for the 
counties in both West Central and North West Minnesota, yet we cannot ignore 
the fact that wages in the 7 county metro area are significantly higher than the 
rest of the state.  In the West Central region the per capita income in Pope 
county grew at an astounding 101% between 1989 and 1999.  Clearwater county 
witnessed the largest per capita income gain, 86%, of the counties in the North 
West region.  Kittson, Norman, and Lake of the Woods were the only counties to 
experience a per capita income growth rate slower than the state average. 
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APPENDIX A.  Data and Maps for West Central and North West 
Minnesota. 
 
 

County Data and Maps 
Minor Civil Division Population Growth 

1990 – 2000 
 
North West Minnesota Counties 

County 
2000 

Population 
2000 

Households 
1990 

Population 
1990 

Households 

% 
Population 

Change, 
1990-2000 

Population 
Change, 

1990-2000 
Beltrami 39650 16989 34384 11870 15.3 5266 

Clearwater 8423 4114 8309 3064 1.4 114 
Hubbard 18376 12229 14939 5781 23.0 3437 
Kittson 5285 2719 5767 2274 -8.4 -482 

Lake of the Woods 4522 3238 4076 1576 10.9 446 
Mahnomen 5190 2700 5044 1805 2.9 146 

Marshall 10155 4791 10993 4194 -7.6 -838 
Norman 7442 3455 7975 3118 -6.7 -533 

Pennington 13584 6033 13306 5173 2.1 278 
Polk 31369 14008 32498 11984 -3.5 -1129 

Red Lake 4299 1883 4525 1730 -5.0 -226 
Roseau 16338 7101 15026 5415 8.7 1312 

Todd 24426 11900 23363 8589 4.5 1063 
Wadena 13713 6334 13154 4978 4.2 559 

 
West Central Minnesota Counties 

County 
2000 

Population 
2000 

Households 
1990 

Population 
1990 

Households 

% 
Population 

Change, 
1990-2000 

Population 
Change, 

1990-2000 
Becker 30000 16612 27881 10477 7.6 2119 

Clay 51229 19746 50422 17490 1.6 807 
Douglas 32821 16694 28674 10988 14.5 4147 

Grant 6289 3098 6246 2454 0.7 43 
Otter Tail 57159 33862 50714 19510 12.7 6445 

Pope 11236 5827 10745 4135 4.6 491 
Stevens 10053 4074 10634 3823 -5.5 -581 
Traverse 4134 2199 4463 1778 -7.4 -329 

Wilkin 7138 3105 7516 2805 -5.0 -378 
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