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I think education is key, informing 
people on what’s in it for them, what 
would the benefit be for them if they 
had to leave their cars home and just 
took the train, rapid transit, walking, 
stuff like that. 

- KEONA J.

If even one day per week, every 
person in Atlanta chose an option 
other than driving, that would be 
a huge game-changer. 

- TRACY S.

Expanding bus service 
should be the first priority, 
and then probably getting 
dedicated express bus 
lanes could help ease up 
congestion, but I think 
it’s just connecting where 
people work to where 
people can actually access 
transit.

- DAVID N.
Source: Ryan Barrett Photography

Source: Ryan Barrett Photography

Source: Ryan Barrett Photography
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ASSESSMENT
Over the 30-year period from 2020 through 2050, the Atlanta region is forecasted to add 2.9 million 
residents, resulting in a total population of 8.6 million.  

Metro Atlanta is an ever-evolving region of 
urban, suburban, and rural landscapes that 
provides a diverse collection of homes, jobs, 
and communities for the 5.7 million people 
currently living here. Over the next 30 years, 
the region expects to add another 2.9 million 
people (for a total of 8.6 million), requiring new 
homes, jobs, and communities to be developed. 
The RTP plans for that development by outlining 
the transportation investments to be made in 
the coming years that encourage the kind of 
development desired by the residents of the 
region. 

The first step in planning for the future is to 
assess the present. This chapter starts the 
planning process by reviewing the region’s 
current population, employment, housing, 
demographic, and land use conditions to lay the 
ground work for forecasting the future. Topics 
studied in other parts of The Atlanta Region’s 
Plan, like regionally important resources and 
the region’s workforce, are also reviewed in 
the RTP to ensure that a holistic approach to 
transportation planning is undertaken. 

After the review of current conditions is 
completed, forecasts for future conditions are 
produced to understand growth in the region. 
The goal of forecasting future conditions is 
not to exactly anticipate future growth, but to 
understand the likely patterns of growth that will 
influence the future. This modeled condition is 
merely one possible future, informed and limited 
by our current knowledge of factors influencing 
our region and its transportation system. Any 
subsequent forecast of future conditions can be 
modified to reflect different policy decisions and 
planning assumptions.

By understanding the likely trajectory of growth 
from this point forward, the RTP can more readily 
plan for transportation investments that respond 
to the needs of residents and deliver the kind of 
communities they desire. 
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The Atlanta region remains the economic and cultural 
powerhouse of the southeast. Adding to this prominence is 
not only the ability to connect residents and visitors globally 
through the busiest airport in the world, but also to metro 
areas across the south, mid-Atlantic, and mid-west in only a 
few hours by way of multiple modes of travel. 

Travel via airplane, bus, and personal vehicle only prospers 
when supplemented by viable community-oriented travel 

like walking, bicycling, and 
transit. The RTP supports and 
proposes to improve both local 
and regional mobility options 
in three ways: transportation 
demand management, 
capacity enhancements, 
and modernization of the 
transportation system. 

This chapter details trends the Atlanta region should expect 
in the next thirty years, as well as the multi-various and 
longstanding challenges facing the Atlanta region and the 
assets we can leverage, recognizing that transportation and 
land use decisions are intertwined in all of it. 
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REGIONAL GROWTH TRENDS
Long-range transportation planning is 
informed by estimates of future population and 
employment conditions that drive trip-making 
patterns and travel needs.

Metro Atlanta’s urbanized area measured 2,645 
square miles at the last Census in 2010 – this is 
the second largest urbanized area in the country 
with the ninth largest population. The region saw 
particularly robust growth leading up to the turn 
of the century, and has since grown at its slowest 
rate since the 1960s. Notably, some areas that 
have previously been identified as key natural 
resources, such as the Dog River Watershed 
and Arabia Mountain, have been protected from 
overwhelming urban development. Nevertheless, 
development pressures continue to threaten 
natural resources and increase impervious 
surface coverage, testing our ability to manage 

stormwater. Along with other major urban areas 
in the country, metro Atlanta will continue to face 
greater challenges related to urban development, 
climate resilience, and a changing population.

TREND PROJECTION METHODOLOGY
ARC uses a two-step modeling process to 
develop regional control totals and small area 
forecasts used as inputs into our Activity Based 
Transportation model. First, an econometric 
model (REMI) uses a national forecast that is 
shared out to each county in the nation. Then an 
“agent” model (PECAS) simulates development. 
More information about these two models can be 
found in ARC's Model Documentation. 
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CURRENT AND PROJECTED AGE IN THE ATLANTA REGION
Figure 1

     LEARN MORE:

• ARC's Model Documentation

https://atlantaregional.org/transportation-mobility/modeling/modeling/


Assessment  |  13
Source: US Census 1950-2010

Note:  As of December 2022, 
urbanized area information from the 
2020 U.S. Census has not yet been 
released.
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Table 1: Projected Population Change from 2015 to 2050 by County
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DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGES
Metro Atlanta is expected to add 2.9 million 
residents by 2050. This growth is spread across 
the region – Cobb, DeKalb, Fulton, and Gwinnett 
will remain the most populous counties, but all 
MPO counties are projected to see a population 
increase of at least 25%. In fact, some primarily 
suburban and rural counties, including Barrow, 
Henry, Paulding, and particularly Forsyth, are 
expected to see more relative population growth 
than the core urban counties. With population 
growth expected across metro Atlanta, pressure 
on our current transportation system will only 
increase, and the demand for transportation 
options will rise. The majority of the region’s 
residents work outside of the county they live in, 
and mobility across and around metro Atlanta is 
critical for the success of the region. 

As is the case in urban areas across the country, 
the region’s population is expected to age 
significantly in the coming decades. While just 
4% of the population in 2015 was above the age 
of 75, this population share is projected to triple 
by 2050, creating new challenges in housing, 
workforce, and mobility in the region. Metro 
Atlanta’s population is also projected to be 
substantially more diverse in 2050. The region’s 
White population currently makes up nearly half 
of metro Atlanta residents; in 2050, that number 
is expected to be just under one third. Strong 
growth will be seen in the Hispanic population 
in particular. Today, there is still significant 
geographic separation, with high concentrations 
of Black populations in DeKalb, Clayton, and 
south Fulton and Asian and Hispanic populations 
clustered in northern DeKalb and Gwinnett. 
Metro Atlanta faces challenges in ensuring 
equitable access to transportation options, which 
must be addressed as the region continues to 
grow and diversify.
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CURRENT AND PROJECTED RACE & ETHNICITY IN THE ATLANTA 
REGION

Figure 2

Note: This data refers to the model area, which includes counties outside the MPO.
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Source: American Community Survey 2017
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EMPLOYMENT CHANGES
Employment for the 20-county region is projected 
to increase by 1.2 million jobs between 2015 and 
2050, for a total job base of more than 4.7 million. 
In total, the region expects 33% growth, with the 
average annual employment growth rate during 
this period forecast at 0.9%.

As Table 2 shows, growth in two sectors is 
expected to greatly outpace growth in other 
sectors. The Health Care and Social Assistance 
sector is expected to grow the most by 2050, 
growing by almost 74% or nearly a quarter of a 
million jobs. The Construction sector is expected 
to grow at the second highest rate, adding 69% 
more jobs (about 131,000) by 2050. 

 
The raw growth of the Retail sector, the 
Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 
sector, and the Administrative and Waste 
Management sector are all projected to be 
above 100,000 jobs added by 2050. Since these 
three sectors already have higher than average 
employment in the Atlanta area, the rate of 
growth of these sectors is not projected to be 
as high as the Health Care and Construction 
sectors.

Two sectors are expected to lose jobs by 2050. 
The Utilities sector is projected to see the 
greatest rate of job loss, about -58% or more 
than 8,000 jobs. The Manufacturing sector is 
expected to lose more than 18,000 jobs, but this 
represents a slower rate of loss, at only -10% of 
the current workforce by 2050.
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Table 2: Projected Employment Change from 2015 to 2050 by Sector
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TRAVEL CHANGES
Travel by specific modes has remained largely 
consistent in recent history. The majority of metro 
Atlanta residents commute in single occupant 
vehicles. Fewer than five percent of workers 
currently commute by transit, walking, or biking. 

Individual decisions on how to travel are made 
based on a number of factors, but are heavily 
dependent on land use patterns and roadway 
characteristics. Metropolitan Atlanta’s historic 
focus on highway investments and dispersed 
development is closely linked to current travel 
patterns and predominance of single-occupancy 
vehicle travel. Areas that support shorter trips, 
reduced congestion, and increased transportation 
choices have well-connected streets and more 
proximity between schools, parks, commercial 
centers, and diverse housing types. Investments 
within existing communities and activity centers 
can help ensure a safer, more accessible system 
that supports all mode choices and types of trips.

Metropolitan Atlanta is projected to grow from 
approximately 5.7 million residents to 8.6 million 
residents in the next thirty years. More people 
means increasing demands on our transportation 
system and a continued need to adapt and 
maintain existing infrastructure. But changing 
residential patterns and technology options also 
indicate opportunities for mode shifts. 

  
Emerging trends in geography, technology, 
and culture may indicate a different future 
for travel choices. Residents in urbanized 
areas typically have shorter trips and more 
transportation options, so more people living 
within the urban core or denser town centers can 
change underlying travel patterns. Increasing 
the availability of safer and more comfortable 
roadway designs along with more micro-mobility 
options can offer alternatives to driving or serve 
as key last mile connections. Teleworking is 
expected to become increasingly available for 
employees and employers alike. 

Development patterns determine opportunities 
to travel. More opportunities to walk, bicycle, 
or access transit improves the region’s quality 
of life, economic competitiveness, and health 
outcomes. The following map illustrates 
current propensity for walking and bicycling and 
highlights how opportunities to travel outside of a 
car vary widely across the region.
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CHANGES IN CLIMATE-RELATED RISKS
Planning for climate-related risks, chiefly 
extreme weather events that disrupt travel, 
damage transportation infrastructure, and pose 
health, safety, and economic growth risks, is 
of growing importance to our region. Building 
climate resilience is a focus at the national level 
too. The FAST Act expressly urges for a reduction 
of natural disaster vulnerability, including 
reducing or mitigating stormwater impacts on 
surface transportation.

Climate-related risks are already an issue here in 
the Atlanta region, as evidenced by more frequent 
and intense droughts, flash floods, snow storms, 
and heat waves. See photos on the adjacent page 
for examples of extreme weather events that the 
Atlanta region has faced in recent history.

ARC is continually committed to helping the 
region prepare for, withstand, and recover 
rapidly from climate-related risks to better 
serve our residents and visitors who rely on the 
transportation system for everyday life. 

In 2018, we adopted the Vulnerability and 
Resiliency Framework for the Atlanta Region to 
begin strategically planning for and minimizing 
potential adverse impacts of predictable, long-
term threats. After securing a grant from the 
Federal Highway Administration's (FHWA) 
Resilience Pilot Program, we spent the next year 
building a GIS-based tool that allows us to apply 
the framework to our decision-making processes 
and conduct a system vulnerability assessment.

Using the results of this Pilot Program effort, 
ARC will continue to improve our planning 
goals, objectives, and performance measures 
to be more sensitive to transportation system 
resiliency; better incorporate system resilience 
into modal and comprehensive plans; promote 
projects that mitigate climate-related risks and 
enhance system resiliency; and support projects 
and strategies that enhance resilient system 
performance.

    LEARN MORE:

• Vulnerability and Resiliency Framework for 
the Atlanta Region

https://cdn.atlantaregional.org/wp-content/uploads/arc-vulnerability-and-resiliency-framework.pdf
https://cdn.atlantaregional.org/wp-content/uploads/arc-vulnerability-and-resiliency-framework.pdf


Lake Lanier approached historic low water levels during a drought in 2012. 
The lowest level on record occurred just 3 years prior.

A winter storm referred to as "Snowmageddon" hit the region in January 2014,  
paralyzing interstates and disrupting both rail and bus MARTA service.

Historic flash flooding hit the region in 2009, resulting in 10 fatalities and $500 million in damage.

Source: Vino Wong, AJC Source: Jason Getz, AJC

Source: David Tules, AP Source: David Tules, AP

Source: Jessica McGowan, Getty Images Source: John Spink, AJC
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AIRPORT AREA PLANNING
Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport is 
the largest economic asset in the region and 
its continued success will require regional 
coordination of land use, transportation, and 
economic development in the surrounding 
communities. 

Recognize that passengers, employees, and goods 
moving to and from the airport require a variety of 
safe and convenient transportation options

AGING
By 2050, 20% of the region’s population will be 
over the age of 65, which will demand changes 
in the provision of services and the design of 
communities.

Ensure that mobility options are available for all, 
including those who may experience changes in 
abilities as they age

CLIMATE RESILIENCY
As climate patterns become increasingly volatile, 
metro Atlanta communities will have to overcome 
more frequent environmental stressors by using 
adaptation and mitigation strategies.

Emphasize the need to maintain existing 
infrastructure good condition while ensuring that 
future facilities are designed to be resilient

COMMUNITY IDENTITY
To build stronger regional and local identity, 
communities should continue to enhance their 
physical and social character through creative 
placemaking initiatives. 

Provide funding for programs to help identify and 
implement projects that contribute to both the 
creation and preservation of livable communities

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
Sustained investment in infrastructure, 
workforce, and quality of life will be critical to 
ensuring the region’s economic status as a global 
business hub. 

Recognize the role that maintaining and expanding 
transportation infrastructure plays in attracting 
businesses and offering a good quality of life for all 

REGIONAL ASSETS & CHALLENGES
Metro Atlanta will experience substantial changes to nearly all facets of daily life in the coming 
decades. In anticipation of these changes, we must build on our core assets in order to address both 
current and future challenges. The following twelve statements describe those assets and challenges. 
These twelve areas are interlinked so boosting any given asset can have the added benefit of improving 
a challenge too. The statements were established as part of ARC's Regional Development Plan, a 
requirement of the Georgia Department of Community Affairs. The purple text below answers the 
question: How does the RTP build on these regional assets and address regional challenges?
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EQUITY
Inequities in income and race continue to be 
a barrier to success for residents across the 
region.  

Address the fact that safe, convenient transportation 
options are limited for many residents attempting 
to access essential services, job opportunities, 
education, and other key destinations

HOUSING
Housing affordability is eroding across 
metro Atlanta and will impact our economic 
competitiveness if left unaddressed.  

Understand that a lack of affordable housing near 
jobs and other destinations increases the number 
and length of trips and puts a strain on both the 
transportation system and the individual

MOBILITY OPTIONS
Funding for transportation has increased in 
recent years but the need for transportation 
investments continues to ensure the region has 
mobility options.

Establish the list of fiscally constrained 
transportation projects that will continue to grow 
regional mobility options in the coming decades

POPULATION
By 2050, the composition of the region’s 8 million 
residents will be markedly different in terms of 
age, race, and ethnicity.  

Respond to the needs of an increasingly diverse 
population with a continued need for greater 
transportation options

TRANSIT
The region has strong but geographically limited 
transit options. With the creation of a regional 
transit authority, significant coordination and 
prioritization will be required to expand transit 
services.

Lays the foundation for the first major expansion of 
the region’s transit services in decades and ensures 
coordination between stakeholders

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT
To ensure the region’s economic success, 
everyone must be prepared to advance in a 
productive career.

Acknowledge that a lack of mobility options across 
the region is a barrier to finding and maintaining jobs

WATER RESOURCES
Increased conservation efforts, use of new 
technology, and public awareness will continue 
to be critical tools to manage the region’s limited 
water resources.

Implement projects which are sensitive to the 
transportation network’s impact on the natural 
environment


