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Small decline is the fi rst since the late 1980s

By EDDIE HUNSINGER 1 A , 2000  2017
Total Popula  on Declines in 2017

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis 
Sec  on
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Alaska’s total popula  on declined in 
2017 for the fi rst  me since the late 
1980s. The decline was small, howev-

er, at 0.4 percent, and the total popula  on 
es  mate hasn’t changed much over the 
last four years. (See Exhibit 1.) Even with a 
steady total count, though, major changes 
in age structure and regional distribu  on 
are always happening beneath the surface.

Births, deaths, and migra  on
The popula  on changes through births, 
deaths, and migra  on — and all three have 
shi  ed in recent years. Alaska had 10,786 
births from July 2016 to July 2017, and the 
number of births has declined slightly in 
the last few years. (See Exhibit 2.) Deaths 
increased some, as expected, to 4,530 and 
will con  nue to rise with the aging of the 
popula  on. Because births have gone down 
and deaths have gone up, natural increase (births mi-
nus deaths) is declining. Un  l 2017, natural increase 
more than off set migra  on losses, keeping the total 
popula  on growing.

This was the fi  h year in a row of net migra  on losses 
(in-migra  on minus out-migra  on), the longest on re-
cord for Alaska and capped off  by a par  cularly large 
net drop of 8,885. (See Exhibit 3.) That loss was big 

because out-migra  on rose and in-migra  on fell. The 
number of people who move away hasn’t changed 
much over the past few years, staying around 45,000 
to 50,000 annually. The number moving into the state 
has changed more, down to about 40,000 from its 
peak of nearly 50,000 in 2013. 

Since 1990, Alaska’s net migra  on has usually hovered 
around zero, plus or minus 8,000, which means the 
characteris  cally large fl ows in and out have been 
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2 A , 1980  2017
Components of Popula  on Change

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis 
Sec  on
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3 A , 1980  2017
Five Years of Nega  ve Net Migra  on

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis 
Sec  on
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roughly equal. A few other years 
stand out besides 2017 — our 
losses were much larger in the 
1980s, and between 2009 and 
2010, Alaska had a net migra  on 
gain of more than 8,500. 

Note that net migra  on around 
zero isn’t always typical for 
states. For some it’s consistently 
posi  ve (Nevada, Arizona, Wash-
ington, and Colorado), while 
others sustain long periods of 
net loss (such as Michigan and 
Illinois). 

Alaska has one of the highest 
rates of popula  on turnover 
from migra  on in the country 
due to our young popula  on, 
unique mix of industries, and 
large military presence. For an 
in-depth look at migra  on and its history in 
Alaska, see page 4.

Shi   to an older Alaska
Although births, deaths, and migra  on all aff ect the 
popula  on’s age structure, most of the shi   to an 
older popula  on is simply people aging into the next 
age group. 

Alaska’s working-age popula  on — ages 18 to 64 
— declined for a fi  h consecu  ve year in 2017 due 
to net migra  on losses and the large baby boomer 
cohort reaching re  rement age. The working-age 
popula  on peaked in 2012, at 478,157, and declined 
to 465,687 by 2017, a nearly 3 percent drop. 

Many baby boomers, those born between 1946 and 
1964, moved to Alaska in the 1970s and 1980s with 

construc  on of the Trans-Alaska 
Pipeline and the state’s resul  ng 
economic growth. The state’s 
senior ci  zen popula  on has 
increased rapidly as boomers 
reach 65. (See Exhibit 4.) Alaska’s 
65-plus popula  on increased by 
more than 3,500 from 2016 to 
2017, to 82,686 people.

Current data for other states 
aren’t available yet, but Alaska 
had the fastest-growing senior 
popula  on in the United States 
from 2010 to 2016, and its 44 
percent growth was twice the na-
 onal average. Seniors s  ll make 

up a smaller share of Alaska than 
any other state, though, at 10.4 
percent in 2016 compared to 15 
percent na  onwide. Utah was a 
close second at 10.5 percent.

Population
Estimates for 2017
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4 A , 2010  2017
Shi   to An Older Popula  on

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Develop-
ment, Research and Analysis Sec  on
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Alaska’s 20-to-39 year old popula  on — ages when 
many people start careers and families — increased 
markedly between 2010 and 2015, from 203,377 to 
215,897. That growth ended a  er 2015, partly be-
cause of aging, and the young adult popula  on fell 
slightly in 2016, to 215,761. In 2017, it dropped to 
214,328. 

The number of children in Alaska has remained fairly 
steady for the past two decades, declining slightly in 
2017. Alaska had 188,707 children from newborn to 
age 17 in 2017, down by just 692 from the year be-
fore.

Most places lost popula  on
By area, the Matanuska-Susitna Borough remains 
the fastest-growing in the state, adding 1,612 people 
over the year to reach 104,166 in 2017. (See Exhibit 
5.) Of that growth, 854 came from natural increase 
(1,436 births minus 582 deaths). Mat-Su was also 
one of the few areas to gain popula  on through 
net migra  on, and its net migra  on increase of 758 
would have been even higher without the closure of 
Palmer Correc  onal Center, which housed about 400 
inmates. 

Otherwise, popula  on decreases spanned most of 
the state. Anchorage’s total popula  on fell by 1,454, 
to 297,483. The city peaked at 300,880 people in 
2013. While Anchorage’s 65-and-older popula  on 
con  nued to increase, topping 30,000, its 18-to-64 
year old popula  on — working ages — was down for 
the fourth year in a row. That age group peaked at 
198,666 in 2013, then declined to 192,164 by 2017.  

The Fairbanks North Star Borough’s net migra  on loss 
was 2,334 and its natural increase was 1,118, bring-
ing the total popula  on down to 97,738 in 2017. That 
remains slightly higher than its popula  on at the 2010 
Census (97,581). Fairbanks has a rela  vely young 
popula  on due to its military bases and university, 
though, and economists also expect growth in com-
ing years from two new F-35 squadrons at Eielson Air 
Force Base.

Juneau’s popula  on also remains above its 2010 Cen-
sus count, but 2017 was the capital city’s fourth con-
secu  ve year of net migra  on losses and its second 
year of total popula  on decline. Juneau’s popula  on 
decreased by 454, and the Southeast Region as a 
whole declined by 912.

A  er net migra  on gains in 2015 and 2016, the Kenai 
Peninsula’s net migra  on turned nega  ve (-283) in 
2017 and its popula  on dropped by 25 people, to 
58,024. Kodiak Island Borough’s popula  on also de-
clined a bit, from 13,560 in 2016 to 13,287 in 2017. 
Kodiak had 13,592 people in the 2010 Census.

The Prince William Sound and Copper River Basin 
areas that make up the Valdez-Cordova Census Area 
decreased by 112 people, to a total of 9,387 — this 
was also lower than in 2010, when the area had 9,639 
people.

Remote Western and Northern Alaska’s popula  on 
levels remained fairly steady, with their modest mi-
gra  on losses nearly balanced by natural increase. 
The Northern Region — including the North Slope 
Borough, Northwest Arc  c Borough, and Nome Cen-
sus Area — lost 103 people between 2016 and 2017, 
for a total popula  on of 27,705. In all, Southwest 
Alaska’s popula  on decreased by 71 people over the 
year, to 42,202 — up from 40,649 in 2010.

Eddie Hunsinger is state demographer for Research and Analysis 
in Anchorage. Reach him at (907) 269-4960 or eddie.hunsinger@
alaska.gov.
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