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Economic Impact Of Tourism In Garland County

Garland County reached record levels of tourism and job creation in 2019. Visitors 
traveling in Garland County spent an estimated $717.81 million, achieving 5% growth 
over the previous year’s spending. The travel and tourism industry employed 7,130 
people in Garland County, providing $124.01 million in direct wages, up 6% since 2018.  

The state’s tourism industry also experienced significant growth in 2019. Arkansas 
welcomed an impressive 36.3 million visitors in 2019, representing 10% growth over 
the previous year’s visitation of 32.9 million. Throughout the state, visitors spent 
$7.68 billion, supporting nearly 69,000 jobs and a $1.42 billion payroll. Since 2018, the 
state’s tourism wages increased by 5% and visitor spending rose by 4%.

Across the nation, domestic and international travelers spent $1.1 trillion in 2019, 
generating $179.7 billion in tax revenue for local, state, and federal governments. The 
travel industry directly supported over 9 million jobs with a payroll totaling $277.4 
billion, according to the U.S. Travel Association. 



Economic Impact Of Tourism In Garland County

RECORD-BREAKING ACHIEVEMENTS IN 2019 
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Garland County Tourism Activity In 2019

Garland County’s tourism economy expanded in 2019 with 5% growth in visitor 
spending. Visitors spent a record $717.81 million, supporting $124.01 million in 
wages and salaries for 7,130 employees. In 2019, travel-generated earnings increased 
6% since the previous year, while tourism-supported employment grew by 3%

A leader in the state’s tourism industry, Garland County accounted for $1.75 million, 
or 10% of the funds collected by the state’s tourism tax. Garland County’s tourism tax 
collections in 2019 increased an impressive 12% over collections in 2018. These funds 
are critical to promoting and developing the state as a top tourist destination. 

Tourism in Garland County generated $60 million in tax revenues, with nearly $43 
million in state taxes and over $17 million in local taxes. Both figures rose by 6% since 
2018. This tax revenue helps fund essential public services and pay for roads and 
bridges, teachers, police, and firefighters.



Garland County Tourism Activity In 2019

2019 IMPACT IN GARLAND COUNTY  
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Garland County Tourism Activity In 2019

2019 LOCAL HOSPITALITY TAX COLLECTIONS

Garland County’s increased tourism activity resulted in a record year for hospitality 
tax collections in Hot Springs. The city’s 3 percent hospitality tax, which is collected 
on prepared food and lodging, is used for the purpose of promoting Hot Springs as a 
top tourist destination.

Hospitality tax collections totaled $6.96 million in 2019, achieving nearly 9% growth 
since 2018.

Tax collections reflected a strong spring, bolstered by live racing season at Oaklawn 
and the city’s popular St. Patrick’s Day festivities. A record $693,335.83 was reported 
in August 2019, topping off a remarkably strong summer.  



Garland County

According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s population estimates, 99,386 people were 
estimated to reside in Garland County in 2019, accounting for 3.3% of the state’s total 
population. Nearly 39,000 people reside in Hot Springs.

Garland County is one of the largest counties in the 4th Congressional District. 
According to the U.S. Travel Association, travel spending in the 4th Congressional 
District totaled $1.5 billion, supporting 13,450 jobs and a payroll of $267.8 million. 
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Garland County

GARLAND COUNTY POPULATION BY AGE
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Travel Growth In Garland County Since 2010 

At the close of the decade, visitor spending in Garland County was up a remarkable 
28%, demonstrating a tremendous amount of economic growth and development 
for the Garland County economy. Local tax revenue collections grew by 47% over the 
decade, providing a reliable source of revenue for Garland County. Tourism-related 
wages increased by an impressive 24%, while tourism-sustained jobs grew by 4%. 

HISTORY OF TRAVEL SPENDING IN GARLAND COUNTY
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Arkansas State Tourism Activity In 2019

Arkansas’s tourism and travel industry achieved yet another record year in 2019. 

In 2019, travel expenditures reached $7.68 billion and generated $598 million in state 
and local taxes, according to the Arkansas Department of Parks and Tourism. 

The number of visitors to Arkansas increased by 3.4 million people to 36.3 million, up 
a remarkable 10% from the previous year’s visitation of 32.9 million. 68,955 
tourism-sustained jobs generated income of $1.42 billion across the state in 2019.

Collections of Arkansas’s 2% tourism tax grew by 7% since 2018, providing an 
important revenue stream for the state. According to the Arkansas Department of 
Finance and Administration, tourism tax collections amounted to nearly $18 million 
in 2019. 

At the close of the decade, visitor spending was up 41%, tourism tax collections 
increased by 53%, and the number of visitors rose by 59%. 



Arkansas State Tourism Activity In 2019
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Arkansas State Tourism Activity In 2019

2019 TOURISM TAX COLLECTIONS 

SOURCE: Arkansas Department of Finance and Administration



Arkansas Leisure And Hospitality Job Statistics

At the end of 2019, nearly 9% of Arkansas’s civilian labor force was employed in lei-
sure and hospitality, according to U.S. Department of Labor reports. During 2019, lei-
sure and hospitality employment ranged from a low of 119,000 in June to a high of 
120,800 in July. By December 2019, 120,000 Arkansans were employed in the leisure 
and hospitality sector. The state’s travel industry employed 68,955 persons and paid 
$1.42 billion in wages and salaries in 2019, according to the Arkansas Department of 
Parks and Tourism.    
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Arkansas: Travel Impact In Top 5 Counties

The travel and tourism industry is a substantial component of the Arkansas economy, 
and Garland County plays a significant role in attracting visitors, supporting jobs, and 
generating tax revenue.

Garland County is responsible for 9% of the tourism dollars spent in the 
state and 9% of the state’s travel-generated employment is generated in 
Garland County. 

The below details the tourism 
industry’s impact in 2019 for the 
top five Arkansas counties.

COUNTY

PULASKI

BENTON

GARLAND

WASHINGTON

SEBASTIAN

Total Travel 
Expenditures

Travel -Gen.
Payroll

Travel -Gen.
Employment

Travel -Gen.
State Tax

Travel -Gen.
Local Tax

$1.9 billion $360 million 13,770 jobs $77 million $37 million

$928 million $174 million 9,330 jobs $63 million $27 million

$718 million $124 million 7,130 jobs $43 million $17 million

$567 million $135 million 6,110 jobs $33 million $11 million

$330 million $53 million 2,280 jobs $12 million $5 million
SOURCE: Arkansas 
Department of Parks 
and Tourism    

2019 IMPACT IN ARKANSAS
TOP 5 COUNTIES



Arkansas: Travel Impact In Top 5 Counties

TOTAL TRAVEL EXPENDITURES
Top 5 Counties Total: $4.4 billion

State Total: $7.7 billion

58%

TRAVEL-GENERATED PAYROLL
Top 5 Counties Total: $846 million

State Total: $1.4 billion

60%

TRAVEL-GENERATED EMPLOYMENT
Top 5 Counties Total: 38,620 jobs

State Total: 68,955 jobs

56%



Arkansas: Travel Impact In Top 5 Counties

TRAVEL-GENERATED STATE TAX
Top 5 Counties Total: $229 million

State Total: $429 million

53%

57%

TRAVEL-GENERATED LOCAL TAX
Top 5 Counties Total: $96 million

State Total: $169 million



Garland County Tourist Attractions

2019 was a year of growth and achievement for the top tourism attractions in Garland 
County.

Oaklawn Racing Casino Resort launched full casino operations, broke ground on a 
$100 million-plus expansion, and extended its live racing season.  

In 2019, 32 new businesses opened and 15 commercial properties sold in downtown 
Hot Springs. This continued investment and economic development benefits the 
Garland County economy. 

Mid-America Science Museum celebrated its 40th anniversary and was named among 
the nation’s best science museums. The Evans Tree House at Garvan Woodland 
Gardens earned notable recognition in 2019, honored by the American Institute of 
Architects and at the 2019 World Architecture Festival in Amsterdam. Magic Springs 
Theme & Water Park hosted another successful summer concert series and expanded 
its popular Magic Screams season. 

The Hot Springs Convention Center and Bank OZK Arena hosted the FLW Cup for the 
fifth time and held the nation’s first Crappie Expo. A more-detailed review of 
attractions is featured on the following pages. 



Downtown Hot Springs   

2019 was a record year for growth in downtown Hot Springs: 32 new businesses 
opened in 2019, with 15 of the new businesses located on Ouachita Avenue; 15 
commercial real estate properties were sold, totaling over $12 million in sales; and 
$14.5 million in capital investment in real estate improvements and businesses was 
reported.

Downtown Hot Springs has seen annual growth since 2014 that 
has outpaced every other downtown and main street in 
Arkansas and the surrounding region. Since 2014, 144 new 
businesses have opened in downtown Hot Springs, and an 
impressive 85% of these businesses are still open. Of these 
144 businesses, 88 activated a space that had been vacant 
for an extended amount of time. In addition, 103 commercial 
properties have sold, and over $100 million in capital has 
been invested. 

Downtown Hot Springs is home to the nationally-known 
Bathhouse Row, numerous festivals and events, and a selection of 
museums, art galleries, restaurants and shopping along Central Avenue. 

The World’s Shortest St. Patrick’s Day Parade, held on Bridge Street, continues to be 
one of the nation’s most popular St. Patrick’s Day traditions. In 2019, the parade 
featured The Karate Kid Ralph Macchio as celebrity grand marshal, a concert by Three 
Dog Night, and a four-ton Big Idaho Potato.  

Other unique festivals and events held in Downtown Hot 
Springs included the Hot Springs Documentary Film Festival, 
the Hot Springs Blues Festival, the Valley of the Vapors Inde    
      pendent Music Festival, the Hot Water Hills Music and Arts 
      Festival, and the Hot Springs Gumbo and Crawfish Festival, 
            among many others. ESPN Radio broadcast live from 
            the finish line of the 14th annual Stueart Pennington’s 
                World Championship Running of the Tubs. Finally, the 
                fourth annual Spa-Con celebrated the 44th year of 
                The Rocky Horror Picture Show with an appearance 
                by Barry Bostwick.



Garvan Gardens

Garvan Woodland Gardens is the botanical garden of the University of Arkansas. 
Nestled in the picturesque Ouachita Mountains of Southwest Arkansas, the Gardens 
are a wonderful gift to all people from local industrialist and philanthropist Verna 
Cook Garvan. Garvan Woodland Gardens was the private garden of Verna Cook Garvan 
until she donated it to the Fay Jones School of Architecture + Design, University of 
Arkansas. Upon her death in 1993, the University developed a master plan and began 
construction in 2000. 

The property is a 210-acre double peninsula in Lake 
Hamilton with 4.5 miles of shoreline. Under the 
management of the University, the site now includes 
several dynamic award-winning architectural 
structures, included the Anthony Chapel and the 
Evans Treehouse. Garvan Woodland Gardens is an 
example of The Natural State at its best: a canopy 
of pines reaching skyward providing protection 
for delicate flora and fauna, gentle lapping waves 
that unfold along the 4.5 miles of wooded 
shoreline, and rocky inclines that remind us of 
the surrounding Ouachita Mountains. 

Garvan Woodland Gardens’ mission is to preserve and 
enhance a unique part of the Ouachita environment; 
provide people with a place of learning, research, cultural 
enrichment, and serenity; develop and sustain gardens, 
landscapes, and structures of exceptional aesthetics, design, and construction; and 
partner with and serve communities of which the Gardens is a part. 

From the dynamic architectural structures to the majestic botanical landscapes, 
Garvan Woodland Gardens offers breathtaking sights (and fantastic photo 
opportunities) at every turn.

Garvan Woodland Gardens welcomed over 180,000 visitors in 2019, including an 
impressive 57,728 visitors in December. Over 200 weddings were held at Garvan 
Woodland Gardens in 2019. Garvan held 48 workshops in 2019, as well as 14 free 
concerts that were open to the public. Operating revenue for Garvan Woodland 
Gardens totaled $3,536,253. Garvan reported 3,500 membership households in 2019.



Additionally, the
American Institute of 
Architects recognized 
The Evans Tree House 

as one of 12
exceptional designs 
with its 2019 Small 

Project Awards.

In November, Ross and 
Mary Whipple 

announced a $2 
million gift to construct 
the proposed Ross and 

Mary Whipple Family 
Forest Education 
Center at Garvan 

Woodland Gardens.

The Junior Forest  
Academy at Garvan 

Woodland Gardens was 
among the recipients 
who received funding 
from the University of 

Arkansas Women’s 
Giving Circle, which 

funds innovative 
projects, programs

and research.

Garvan Gardens

Attendance at Garvan Woodland Gardens’ Celebrate Days for 
spring, summer, and fall averaged 2,000 guests per celebration. 
Garvan Woodland Gardens’ spring and summer activities 
included the annual Daffodil Days and Tulip Extravaganza, 
Thirsty Thursdays, and Tie-dye Fridays, among others. Nearly 
73,000 visitors attended Garvan’s annual Holiday Lights display, 
which opened mid-November and ran through the end of the 
year. The annual display featured nearly 5 million lights and a 
50-foot Holiday Tree. 

The Evans Tree House at Garvan Woodland Gardens earned 
notable recognition in 2019. The Evans Tree House was 
shortlisted in the Completed Projects-Civic and Community 
category at the 2019 World Architecture Festival in Amsterdam. 
The project was among 534 shortlisted projects from 70 
countries in 33 design categories for the festival, and the only 
project in the Completed Projects-Civic and Community 
category located in the United States.
[States News Service, 12/5/19]

[Concrete International, 9/1/19]
 [States News Service, 11/7/19]

[US Fed News, 11/4/19]



Garvan Gardens

2019 ADMISSIONS



Hot Springs Convention Center  

Located in downtown Hot Springs, the Hot Springs Convention Center and Bank OZK 
Arena host a number of statewide and regional education-related meetings and  
conventions, numerous athletic tournaments, sporting events, and an array of annual 
association and professional conventions and exhibitions. 

The Convention Center
hosted

280 events
with

559 event days. 

The Convention Center held the nation’s first 
Crappie Expo in October 2019 as part of the 
three-day Mr. Crappie Invitational crappie 
tournament held on Lake Hamilton. The Convention 
Center also hosted the FLW Cup for the second 
consecutive year, and for the fifth time since 2005. 
Nearly 68,000 people from across 40 states attended 
the 2019 FLW Cup on Lake Hamilton. Sports Destination 
Management noted the national bass fishing 
tournament resulted in an economic impact of over 
$27 million for Hot Springs and ranked it among its 
list of 2019 Champions of Economic Impact in Sports 
Tourism. 
[Sports Destination Management, 11/1/19]

449,918 people
attended events at the

Convention Center in 2019,
a 5% increase

over 2018 attendance.

Other notable events included the 
first Ark Tank, a startup pitch 
competition developed by 
Arkansas Tourism in partnership 
with Innovate Arkansas at Winrock 
International, the 45th Annual 
Governors Conference on Tourism, 
as well as the annual conventions 
for the Arkansas Bar Association, 
Arkansas Farm Bureau, and many 
others. 



Hot Springs National Park

Located in and around downtown Hot Springs, Hot Springs National Park is one of 
the nation’s most accessible national parks. The 5,500-acre park offers 47 thermal 
springs, hiking and equestrian trails, historic bathhouses, and scenic drives, among 
other educational and cultural opportunities. Designated a federal reserve in 1832 
and admitted to the national park system in 1921, Hot Springs National Park is 
notable for being the oldest park maintained by the National Park Service.

Nearly 1.5 million people visited Hot Springs National Park in 2019. Visitors to Hot 
Springs National Park spent $95.4 million. According to the National Park Service, 
visitors to Hot Springs National Park supported 1,420 jobs. Visitor spending 
contributed $36.6 million in labor income, $68.4 million in value added and $124.2 
million in economic output. [National Park Service Visitor Spending Effects]

In 2019, the National Park Service issued a proposed rule to create a new 0.65-mile 
natural surface trail within the Park. The trail segment will enhance connectivity 
within and beyond the Park for the benefit of visitors and residents of the City; 
expand recreational trail use opportunities; and enhance visitor experience and 
safety while protecting natural and cultural resources. The new trail connection will 
be open to both pedestrian and bicycle use and allow mountain biking for the first 
time on a park trail. 



Lake Catherine State Park 

Lake Catherine is one of the most popular lakes in the Hot Springs area. Located on 
the 1,940-acre lake’s shore, Lake Catherine State Park features a golf course, 70 
campsites, nearly 20 cabins, picnic areas, trails, and a marina. 

According to the Arkansas State Parks, 
approximately 125,752 people visited 
Lake Catherine in 2019. Visitors to Lake 
Catherine State Park can take advantage 
of guided hikes, horseback rides, and 
lake tours, in addition to year-round 
programs.

In 2019, Cheryl Vincent was named park 
superintendent after 10 years serving as 
assistant superintendent for Lake 
Catherine State Park. Vincent said her 
ultimate goal is to maintain the facilities 
at the park. Vincent’s future plans for the 
park include replacing the marina with a 
whole new facility and adding a mountain 
bike trail. 
[Arkansas Democrat-Gazette, 4/14/19]



Lake Ouachita State Park 

Located just a short drive from Hot Springs, Lake Ouachita offers visitors ample 
opportunities for swimming, skiing, boating, fishing, and scuba diving. The 
40,000-acre lake has the largest shoreline in the state and is completely 
surrounded by the Ouachita National Forest. 

Lake Ouachita State Park features 
swimming beaches, campsites, picnic 
areas, trails, and a full-service marina. 

According to the Arkansas State Parks, 
228,999 people visited Lake Ouachita 
State Park in 2019. Visitors to Lake 
Ouachita State Park can take advantage 
of guided hikes, eagle cruises, and kayak 
tours, in addition to other year-round 
programs. 



Magic Springs 

Magic Springs Theme & Water Park offers rides and attractions for all ages, including 
roller coasters, thrill rides, and family and kids rides. The Water Park features thrill 
water slides, pools and a lazy river, cabanas, and a family splash zone.

In 2019, Magic Springs had 118 days of operations. Magic Springs opened on April 6, 
2019, initially for weekends before daily operations began on May 27, 2019. The park 
hosted an expanded Magic Screams season in 2019, offering two additional weekends 
for a total of six weekends of family-focused Halloween fun. 

The always popular summer concert series, held on Saturday nights at the park’s 
Timberwood Amphitheater, featured 15 shows. The 2019 Summer Concert Series 
featured such notable artists as The Marshall Tucker Band, Crowder, 98 Degrees, Eli 
Young Band, The Newsboys and The Village People. On Friday nights in July, the park 
offered “Dive-In Movie” nights at the Wave Pool. 



Mid-America Science Museum

2019 was a notable year for the Mid-America Science Museum as it celebrated its 40th 
anniversary and was named among the nation’s best science museums. 

A pioneer in hands-on science learning, Mid-America Science Museum was awarded a 
4th place ranking by USA Today as the Best Science Museum in the USA in 2019.  

The 65,000-square-foot museum features a variety of innovative exhibits, including 
the Oaklawn Foundation Digital Dome Theater, the Bob Wheeler Science Skywalk, and 
the Marvelous Motion Gallery, among many others

In 2019, the Museum welcomed over 115,000 visitors from all over the country, a 286% 
capture rate in a city of 35,000 residents. 63% of visitors were from Arkansas, 7% from 
Texas, 4% from Louisiana, and 26% from each of the other states. 

The Museum is a critical part of the Hot Springs economy. Out of state visitors to the 
Museum added $4.9 million to the Hot Springs economy. Through the city’s 3% tax on 
prepared food and lodging, the Museum contributed $420,000 to the local economy. 



Mid-America Science Museum

In fall 2019, construction began on a $1.5 million, 8,750 square-foot addition on the 
property.  The addition will provide 5,000 square feet of exhibit and event space for 
the Museum to use for traveling, temporary exhibits, and large educational programs.  

In January 2019, the Museum piloted a new program called Science After School, the 
first DHS-licensed after school care program held in a museum in Arkansas.  The 
Museum is now licensed to care for 118 children from Kindergarten through 8th grade 
and has been working with the local school districts on transportation and 
registration.  Science After School was formally launched in September 2019 and 
provides a broad curriculum of fun and engaging activities and lessons that are 
based on the curricula of local school districts.  

The second annual DinoLites was held in December 2019. During the event, local 
businesses and nonprofits dress up dinosaur displays in the DinoTrek exhibit with 
holiday lights and decorations. Visitors can walk through the DinoTrek exhibit and 
vote for their favorite display.



Oaklawn

Oaklawn Racing Casino Resort is one of the nation’s premier Thoroughbred 
racetracks, a state-of-the-art casino, and a major contributor to Garland County’s 
economy. 

2019 was a historic year for Oaklawn, as it launched full casino operations, broke 
ground on a $100 million-plus expansion, and extended its live racing season.  

Oaklawn welcomed 3.2 million people in 2019, an increase of 233,260 over 2018’s 
attendance. Oaklawn generated over $31 million in taxes to help fund city, county, 
and state governments, with over $4 million paid to Hot Springs alone. 

Oaklawn’s 115th live racing season opened on January 25 and ran through May 4, the 
first time the season lasted until the first Saturday in May. The change in schedule 
was a success and will be used in future racing seasons. 

In May 2019, Oaklawn broke ground on an expansion project that will exceed $100 
million.  It includes a 200-room hotel, multi-events center, spa, additional restaurant, 
gaming, and grandstand space. The project will also include new barns and other 
backstretch improvements.



Oaklawn

Oaklawn received approval to begin full casino operations in April. In July, the first 
legal sports bet in Arkansas was placed at Oaklawn. In September, Oaklawn 
announced an increase in the minimum wage to $13 an hour for nearly 1,000 
full-time, part-time, and seasonal employees.

Oaklawn contributed nearly $1.6 million to the Oaklawn Foundation, its philanthropic 
arm, in 2019. Since the foundation’s inception in 2006, Oaklawn has contributed $11 
million to fund programs to benefit residents of Garland County. 


