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CALI Class of 2020 Graduates 33

The Conway Area Leadership Institute’s 
class of 2020 was a class of firsts. 

It was the first group to meet the 
incoming Conway Public Schools 
superintendent, the first to see the Conway 
Area Chamber of Commerce’s strategic 
plan survey and the first to see its results. 
It was also the first class to participate 
and graduate from CALI in the middle 
of a pandemic.  

“It seemed impossible to have CALI 
amidst COVID with the same quality, but 
that was not the case,” said John Simmons, 
senior vice president and commercial loan 
officer for First Arkansas Bank & Trust, 
who serves as CALI’s curriculum partner. 
“The pressing circumstances brought out 
the best in our curriculum and we had the 
opportunity to involve more organizations 
than ever before.” 

 Jamie Gates, executive vice president of 
the Conway Area Chamber of Commerce 
and Conway Development Corporation, 
commended the class for its perseverance, 
adaptability, engagement and enthusiasm, 
as well as for offering its time and talent to 
the program. 

 “What you did this year as a class 
is worth remembering and worth 
recognition,” Gates said. 

 Keynote speaker Pete Tanguay, founder 
and president of Rock Pond Pros and 
chair of the Conway Chamber’s board of 
directors, recognized the class of 2020 
for using a year with such turmoil and 
difficulty for growth and development. 

 “We expect great things from this 
group and will be watching with 
excitement to see what it accomplishes,” 
Tanguay said. “Where we are today is due 
in large part to people like Dan Nabholz, 
who was instrumental in starting CALI 
and those who followed him, and where 
we go in the future will be in part due to 
those of you graduating today.” 

 Jason Culpepper, regional community 
president of the North Central Arkansas 
market for Simmons Bank, received the 
Dan Nabholz Emerging Leader Award. 
The Nabholz Award is presented to a 
CALI graduate of the previous five years 
who has exhibited special leadership 
qualities and dedication to 
the community. 

 At Simmons Bank, Culpepper and his 
team have increased overall assets in the 
Conway and North Central Arkansas 
markets by more than 100%, as well 
as increased gross revenue by 100%. 
Culpepper serves on several nonprofits 
and community organizations and is a past 
chairman of the Conway Area Chamber of 
Commerce Board of Directors.  

 Brad Lacy, president and CEO of the 
Conway Area Chamber of Commerce and 
Conway Development Corporation, said 
the significant impact Culpepper has had 
in such a short amount of time spoke to 
the type of person he is. 

 “It speaks volumes about who he is,” 
Lacy said. “He dug into the community 
and served where he was.” 

 Graduates of the class of 2020 were: 
John Archer, Ethan Bly, Dusty Brand, 
Carla Brockman, Troy Brooks, Brandon 
Carpenter, Mike Damron, Jimmy Dolan, 
Morgan Drayton, Maegan Dyson, 
Grace Evans, Gilberto Garcia, Crystal 
Geraldson, Karil Greeson, Mary Beth 
Groce, Justin Hardaway, LaKetra Hicks, 
Amanda Hoelzeman, Evan Jones, Taylor 
Koch, Anthony Labanca, Angie Longing, 
Tara Mallett, Randy Ohlde, Jeff Parker, 
Bryce Richardson, Lucas Strack, Megan 
Sullins, Jenny Vallas, Adam Treece, 
Emily Walter, Clara Weatherley and 
Hunter Winston. 

 In addition to program sponsor, First 
Arkansas Bank & Trust, and underwriting 
sponsor, Rock Pond Pros, CALI sessions 
were sponsored by Central Baptist 
College, Conway Corp, Conway Regional 
Health System, Crafton Tull, HireQuest, 
H+N Architects, Melvin’s Painting, 
Nabco and PATH. 

The Conway Area Leadership Institute 
is accepting applications for its next 
cohort. Applications will be accepted 
until March 5, 2021, and acceptance 
letters will be emailed on March 19. 

 Tuition is $1,295 and is due in full by 
April 9, 2021. The cost covers all meals 
during each session and lodging at the 
retreat. A limited number of need-
based scholarships are available to 
CALI applicants. To request financial 
assistance, visit conwayarkansas.org/
leadership to submit an application. n
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The Conway Area 
Leadership Institute is 

accepting applications for 
the Class of 2021.

Application Deadline: 
March 5, 2021

For more information, 
contact vice president 

of economic development 
Corey Parks:

corey@conwayarkansas.org 
501-932-5402

ACCEPTING 
APPLICATIONS

Jason Culpepper of Simmons Bank received the Dan Nabholz Emerging Leader Award from the Conway Area Leadership Institute.
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Adena White Named Editor
of Conway Publications

Adena White has been named the editor of 
Conway Publications for the Conway Area 
Chamber of Commerce.

White has served as the Chamber’s 
director of communications since 2011. 

In her new part-time role, White will 
oversee the production of the Chamber’s 
publications. That includes the North Metro 
Business Journal, a monthly update on the 
local business community, and Conway+, an 
annual, comprehensive guide to the Conway 
area that provides information and updates 
on the local economy, education, health 
care, real estate, arts and culture, annual 
events, outreach and more.

The new role also includes a partnership 
between the Chamber and Blackbelt Media, 
a company White created to highlight the 
stories and rich culture of Black southerners. 
Through the partnership, Blackbelt Media 
will help the Chamber focus more on 
Conway’s diverse business community.

Since its inception in 2017, Blackbelt 
Media has established a successful blog and 
a nationally recognized podcast, Blackbelt 
Voices, that focuses on topics like census 
canvassing, Jim Crow and current racial 
tensions in the U.S. The podcast has 
garnered more than 17500,000 downloads 
and recognition from The Oprah Magazine 
and Vanity Fair for being one of the top 

podcasts in the country for Black stories 
and history.

White said she wants Blackbelt Media to 
help show the significant role minority-
owned businesses play in Conway and tell 
the stories of community leaders who are 
people of color. 

“Part of the role of nonprofits like the 
Chamber is to communicate for the good 
of the community and racial equity has to 
be a part of that,” she said. “We began that 
process last year with our #ListenConway 
campaign, by using the phrase 
#BlackLivesMatter, and by sharing the 
experiences of Black community members 
in Conway. That was our first step.”

Diversity, equity and inclusion was 
identified in a community survey as one of 
14 priorities to address in the Chamber’s 
Conway2035 strategic plan. This makes it the 
right time, White said, for organizations like 
the Chamber to focus more on these issues to 
move Conway forward.

“A lot of times, the big, social changes 
happen at home and, right now, there are so 
many opportunities to tell stories and make 
a difference in the community,” White said. 
“In the decade I have spent at the Chamber, 
I have always seen the potential we have to 
uplift and empower these communities that 
play such a vital role in a city like Conway.” n

White’s company, Blackbelt Media, will work with Chamber to 
focus on diverse business community in Conway

“Part of the role 
of nonprofits like 
the Chamber is to 
communicate for the 
good of the community 
and racial equity has to 
be part of that.”
- Adena White, editor, Conway Publications, 
Conway Area Chamber of Commerce
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Lee Hogan named Conway Chamber 
director of communications

Conway-native Lee Hogan has been named 
director of communications for the Conway 
Area Chamber of Commerce. Prior to his role 
at the Chamber, Hogan worked for the College 
of Business at the University of Central 
Arkansas as communications coordinator.

In this position, Hogan will manage 
communications and public relations for 
the Chamber and its partner organizations, 
serving as the Chamber’s primary writer 
and managing its social media presence. 
Hogan also will provide marketing and 
communications support for Chamber events 
and work with members to tell the story of 
Conway and its business community.

Jamie Gates, executive vice president of 
the Conway Area Chamber of Commerce 
and Conway Development Corporation, said 
Hogan’s background in writing and social 
media management made him a clear choice 
for this position.

“Lee loves telling stories, and he loves 
Conway,” Gates said. “When we had the 
opportunity to add a new member to our 
communications team, he was the first person 
to come to mind because of the work he has 
done at the College of Business and his volunteer 
involvement with the Conway strategic planning 
process over the past few months.”

A 2008 graduate of Conway High School, 
Hogan attended the University of Arkansas 
Community College at Morrilton to complete 
his associate degree before enrolling at the 
University of Central Arkansas, where he 
earned a bachelor’s degree in journalism.

“I took journalism classes and liked them 
and wanted to go the sports journalism route,” 
Hogan said  thought I wanted to go the sports 

route, but I ended up sticking mostly to news 
and politics reporting and really enjoying it.

His first job out of college wase landed his 
first internship with the Arkansas Democrat-
Gazette, covering business news and politics, 
and later got a job with the Log Cabin Democrat.

“I like telling stories and informing people, and 
it was fun to work for my hometown newspaper.”

Lee’s career eventually took him to Arkansas 
Business, where he primarily covered 
elections, politics and a host of business  as an 
online reporter. This was his favorite reporting 
job, but he decided to “go to the dark side,” as 
many journalists call it, and pursue a career in 
public relations. His first PR position was as a 
communication specialist with the University 
of Arkansas for Medical Sciences.

As a journalist, I wasn’t sure about working 
in public relations, but I loved getting the 
opportunity to tell stories about people having 
their lives changed.”

When a job opportunity at UCA’s College of 
Business came open, Hogan did not want to 
pass on the opportunity to work for his alma 
mater and to be closer to home. He became 
communications coordinator in September 
2018 and spent the next 2 ½ years directing 
internal and external communications for the 
College of Business.

Lee is excited to apply his knack for 
storytelling to his new role as the Chamber’s 
director of communications.

“I look forward to telling stories about 
places in Conway that people may forget 
about and that play an important role in our 
community.”

Lee and his wife, Jessie, live in Conway with 
their two children.  n

“I look forward to 
telling stories about 
places in Conway that 
people may forget 
about and that play an 
important role in our 
community.”
- Lee Hogan, director of communications, 
Conway Area Chamber of Commerce
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First Community Bank Announces 
Big Plans in Conway

First Community Bank recently announced 

the purchase of property at 766 Harkrider 

Street in Conway, Arkansas. The property, 

located in the downtown district at the 

corner of Harkrider and Polk streets, is a 

highly visible corridor that will become a 

focal point once a new structure graces this 

corner. The next phase, pending regulatory 

approval, includes placing a temporary 

building on the property site that will offer 

drive thru banking lanes and ATM services. 

As a stride toward the city’s beautification 

efforts, future construction plans include a 

state-of-the-art permanent structure that 

will serve as Conway’s principal location. 

“Our search for the perfect piece of 

property was a challenge to say the least, as 

our first couple of purchase attempts didn’t 

work out,” said Grant Gordy, community 

president for Conway. “We were determined 

to stay in the downtown district to help 

preserve this beautiful historical area. With 

each setback, a new opportunity presented 

itself, and we ended up finding, what we 

believe to be, the perfect location in the heart 

of our community.”

“After a year of steady growth in the 

Conway market, we want to further establish 

our roots in an area that has proved ready to 

embrace our spirit of community banking,” 

said Dale Cole, chairman and CEO of First 

Community Bank. “We are thrilled to make 

a significant investment in Conway and look 

forward to increasing our presence in this 

dynamic community.”  

Gordy further stated, “Ultimately, this 

expansion will bring together two very 

important elements: a community bank 

led by seasoned bankers committed to 

true relationship banking and the thriving 

community of Conway. First Community 

Bank makes it a priority to meet customers 

where they are and offer the most efficient 

solutions to meet their financial goals. We 

look forward to seeing our Conway Area 

customers continue to benefit from our 

approach to community banking. After all, 

community is our middle name!”

First Community Bank currently operates 

at 1089 Front Street. The bank is a one-stop-

financial-center offering traditional banking 

services as well as insurance, home mortgage, 

brokerage and trust services. The lobby hours 

for the Front Street location are Monday-

Friday 8:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. First Community 

Bank also has locations in Baxter, Boone, 

Craighead, Independence, Jackson, Lonoke, 

Sharp, Poinsett, Pulaski and White counties, 

as well as McDonald and Newton counties in 

Southwest Missouri. 

First Community Bank also offers an 

impressive array of online and mobile 

banking services. Some of these include 

mobile banking and deposits, online bill pay, 

online/mobile account opening and custom 

eAlerts.

“At First Community Bank, we realize 

that everyone has unique banking needs and 

schedules,” said Amber Bass, senior vice 

president business and electronic solutions. 

“We are thilled to make a significant 
investment in Conway and look 
forward to increasing our presence in 
this dynamic community.”
- Dale Cole, chairman and CEO, First Community Bank
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“We offer a combination of electronic 

banking solutions to make banking 

easy, convenient and instantly at our 

customers’ fingertips.”

Staffing includes Grant Gordy as 

community president, Lori Melton 

as senior vice president business 

development officer, Cameron Reesor 

as secondary mortgage loan originator, 

Jerry Harrison as senior vice president 

commercial lending, Jackie Bennett 

as vice president commercial lending, 

Tara Mallett as assistant vice president 

branch operations, Teresa Hendrix as 

loan support assistant, Eduard Millan as 

teller/new accounts, Gabriela Vargas 

as customer care representative, 

Natalia Zwirek as personal banker, 

and Jeremy Hawkins and Brittany 

Lawson as representatives of the 

bank’s insurance agency, Community 

Insurance Professionals.

The Conway announcement video 

can be viewed at First Community 

Bank’s Facebook page. For more 

information about First Community 

Bank, call 870-612-3400 or visit 

www.firstcommunity.net.

First Community Bank, which is 

locally owned and managed, opened 

August 4, 1997, in Batesville, Arkansas, 

and currently operates 27 full-service 

branches in Arkansas and Missouri. First 

Community employs more than 460 

professional bankers and reports assets 

of $1.8 billion as of December 31, 2020. n
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Population 
US ..........................328,239,523
Arkansas ....................3,017,804
Conway ...........................67,638
Cleburne County  .............24,919
Conway County ...............20,846
Faulkner County  ...........126,007
Perry County  ...................10,455
Van Buren County  ...........16,545

Civilian Labor Force
November-2020

Seasonally Adjusted
US ..........................160,467,000
Arkansas ....................1,321,993

Not Seasonally Adjusted 
US ..........................160,468,000 
Arkansas ....................1,318,179 
Conway ...........................31,819
Cleburne County ................8,823
Conway County .................7,967 
Faulkner County ..............58,336 
Perry County .....................3,966
Van Buren County ..............5,571 

 Unemployment Rate
November-2020

Seasonally Adjusted
US ..................................... 6.7%
Arkansas ........................... 6.3%

Not Seasonally Adjusted 
US .......................................6.4%
Arkansas .............................5.8%
Conway ...............................4.9%
Cleburne County  .................6.9%
Conway County ...................5.8%
Faulkner County  .................5.1%
Perry County  .......................5.1%
Van Buren County  ...............7.2%

Bank Deposits
June

Conway 
2020 ................... $2,225,851,000 
2019 ................... $1,835,390,000 
Percent Change  ..............21.27%

Cleburne County  
2020 .......................$638,385,000 
2019 .......................$556,697,000 
Percent Change ............... 14.67%

Conway County  
2020 .......................$394,275,000 
2019 .......................$364,163,000 
Percent Change  ................ 8.27%

Faulkner County 
2020 ................... $2,668,253,000
2019 ................... $2,228,144,000
Percent Change ...............19.75%

Perry County 
2020 .........................$71,362,000 
2019 .........................$65,345,000 
Percent Change  ................ 9.21%

Van Buren County 
2020 .....................$324,814,000 
2019 .....................$278,929,000 
Percent Change  ............ 16.45%

Sales & Use Tax Collections
January
Conway

2021 ..........................$2,894,739 
2020 ..........................$2,723,472
Percent Change ................ 6.29%
Tax Rate ......................... 2.125%

Cleburne County 
2021 ............................$526,858
2020 ............................$571,344 
Percent Change ..............-7.79%
Tax Rate ........................ 1.625%

Conway County  
2021 .............................$519,538
2020 .............................$458,068 
Percent Change  ..............13.42%
Tax Rate  ............................1.75%

Faulkner County 
2021 ............................$905,218
2020 ............................$826,112
Percent Change ............... 9.58%
Tax Rate .......................... 0.50%

Perry County 
2021 ............................$144,814
2020 ............................$128,822 
Percent Change ............. 12.41%
Tax Rate .......................... 2.50%

Van Buren County 
2021 ............................$281,392
2020 ............................$345,503 
Percent Change ............ -18.56%
Tax Rate .......................... 2.00%

Restaurant Sales*
Year to Date (December)

Conway
2020 ......................$190,332,190
2019 ......................$205,726,243
Percent Change ............... -7.48%

*Includes mixed drink sales

Hotel Sales
Year to Date (December)

Conway
2020 .......................$12,819,831 
2019 .......................$18,435,707 
Percent Change ............ -30.46%

Residential Building 
Permits

Year to Date (January)
Conway

2021 .......................................35 
2020 .......................................29 
Percent Change ............. 22.85%

Residential Units Sold**                
(New and Existing)

Year to Date (December)
Conway 

2020 .....................................821
2019 .....................................771
Percent Change ............... 6.49%

Year to Date (December)
Cleburne County 

2020 .....................................568
2019 .....................................445
Percent Change ............. 27.64%

Conway County 
2020 ......................................187
2019 ......................................155
Percent Change ...............20.65%

Faulkner County 
2020 ...................................1844
2019 ...................................1604
Percent Change ............. 14.96%

Perry County 
2020 .......................................56
2019 .......................................49
Percent Change ............. 14.29%

Van Buren County 
2020 ......................................274
2019 ......................................233
Percent Change ...............17.60%

Values of Residential 
Units Sold**

Year to Date (December)
Conway 

2020 .....................$182,521,864
2019 .....................$152,241,605
Percent Change ............. 19.89%

Year to Date (December)
Cleburne County 

2020 ......................$127,001,139
2019 ........................$88,464,831
Percent Change ...............43.56%

Conway County 
2020 ........................$25,556,478
2019 ........................$17,164,267
Percent Change ...............48.95%

Faulkner County 
2020 ......................$351,172,788 
2019 ......................$303,248,497 
Percent Change ...............15.80%

Perry County 
2020 ..........................$7,314,696
2019 ..........................$6,427,132
Percent Change ...............13.81%

Van Buren County 
2020 .......................$37,185,945
2019 .......................$26,407,886
Percent Change ............. 40.81%

Average Price of 
Residential Units Sold**                

(New and Existing)
Year to Date (December)

Conway 
2020 .............................$222,588
2019 .............................$197,460
Percent Change ...............12.73%

Year to Date (December)
Cleburne County 

2020 ............................$223,594
2019 ............................$198,797 
Percent Change ............. 12.47%

Conway County 
2020 .............................$136,719 
2019 .............................$110,737
Percent Change ...............23.46%

Faulkner County 
2020 .............................$208,822
2019 .............................$189,057
Percent Change ...............10.45%

Perry County 
2020 .............................$130,620
2019 .............................$131,166
Percent Change ............... -0.42%

Van Buren County 
2020 ............................$135,715
2019 ............................$113,339 
Percent Change ............. 19.74%

North Metro Economy at a GlanceNorth Metro Economy at a Glance

Proud sponsor of 
Pulse of Conway

Sources: 2014-2018 
ACS 5-Year Data Profiles, 
Arkansas Department of 

Workforce Services, C2ER, 
Sperling’s Best Places, 

Arkansas Department of 
Finance & Administration, 
Federal Deposit Insurance 
Corporation, Cooperative 

Arkansas Realtors’ Multiple 
Listing Services, Arkansas 
Realtors Association, and 

City of Conway.
**Includes sales of residential units
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, telecommuting has become 
the norm for workers across the nation. Many employers have 
extended their work-from-home policies on a permanent basis, 
giving employees the freedom to work from anywhere. 

According to a November 2020 article from The 
Hechinger Report, a national nonprofit newsroom that 
reports on education, many remote workers are fleein 
 big cities for smaller towns. With an 82% increase in 
migration in the spring of 2020 compared to the spring of 
2019, the Little Rock metro emerged among the top 
10 destination cities.

Loni Risner is a health insurance agent who began working 
remotely for the first time in March 2020. She and her 
husband, Wacy, an Arkansas native, lived in Fort Lauderdale, 
Florida, for 3 ½ years before relocating to Conway. Loni said 
cost was their biggest factor when deciding to move; Conway 
routinely tops national lists of the most affordable places to 
live. Its low cost of living has earned it mentions in CBS News, 
Forbes, and The Simple Dollar.

“South Florida is extremely expensive,” she said. “Other 
factors we considered were the feel of the community and 
keeping access to great schools for ourselves and hopefully 
our future children.”

Loni said remote work has given her and her husband the 
freedom to live wherever they want while retaining their 
income. They also enjoy being with their pets all day – two 
dogs and a cat.

“The troubles and preparation of commuting is gone. And 
we make the same money we did in the hustle of the city.”

Although Loni enjoys many aspects of remote work, she 
said it does come with its challenges. 

“It’s important to invest in good equipment and reliable 
internet,” she said. “And it’s a challenge to keep an energy 
comparable to being in a social environment.”

Loni said employers can better accommodate remote 
workers by keeping an open and constant line of 
communication.

“To me, our world today seems a lot more understandable 
of those who are transitioning or going through changes 
these days. Just make sure there’s always someone to call 
when help is needed.”

Outside of work, Loni said she looks forward to growing 
their family, making a lifetime of memories, and being part 
of a great community.

“Conway is a beautiful, thriving, and growing town. It 
can give you a small-town-with-hospitality vibe while not 
lacking in things to do. It’s not very far from various points, 
like [Petit Jean] Mountain and the airport.”

Loni said there are some things she’ll miss about Florida, 
such as the constant warm weather, and there are things that 
will take some getting used to in her new community.

“Tornadoes made me nervous about moving to Arkansas, 
but hurricanes are no better. We picked our poison,” she 
said. “We have grown accustomed to a lively, chaotic 
environment in Florida. Although we’ll enjoy having some 
peace and quiet, it will take a while to get used to.”

A native of Georgia, Loni knows she will feel right at home 
in Arkansas.

“Arkansas is exactly what I needed to get back to my 
Southern roots. I must say, though, Arkansas has an amazing 
landscape that I could never get in South Georgia or Florida. 
That’s the cherry on top.” n

Central Arkansas a Top Destination 
for Remote Workers

A low cost of living, slower pace, natural beauty, and broadband internet access 
make small cities like Conway an attractive option for 

employees who have the newfound freedonm to work from anywhere.
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Top Origin Cities 
for Little Rock 
Metro Area
The Redfin Migration Report analyzes 
a sample of more than one million 
Redfin.com users searching for 
homes across 84 metro areas each 
quarter. According to Redfin user 
search daxta for the third quarter 
of 2020, the origin for most of the 
out-of-state searches that have Little 
Rock as a destination come from 
these metro areas:

Top Destinations in the U.S.

Metro Area Increase in Migration
(Spring 2020 vs. Spring 2019)

Principal City 
of Origin

Median Home Price 
in September

Santa Maria-Santa 
Barbara, CA 124% Los Angeles $855,000

Louisville, KY 113% New York $229,000

Buffalo, NY 107% New York $190,000

Burlington, VT 103% Boston $330,000

El Paso, TX 101% Los Angeles $183,000

Little Rock, AR 82% Los Angeles $181,000

Tulsa, OK 80% Los Angeles $210,000

Greenville, SC 79% New York $236,000

Knoxville, TN 75% Chicago $246,000

Syracuse, NY 74% New York $169,000

SOURCE: Redfin National Real Estate Brokerage

Los Angeles, California
8.3%

San Diego, California
3.6%

Bay Area
3.4%

Houston, Texas
4.8%

Dallas, Texas
8.2%

New York, New York
4.4%

Seattle, Washington
4.0%

Chicago, Illinois
4.2%

Denver, Colorado
4.4%

Washington, D.C.
3.6%



#ConwayToGo

Supporting small businesses and safe dining.

Leave a review for 
the restaurants

you visited.

Let’s support our local restaurants! Use hashtag #ConwayToGo to 
highlight establishments that are accommodating diners with curbside 
takeout, home delivery, etc. during a time when restaurant dining rooms 
are operating at limited capacity and social distancing is encouraged. 
We also invite you to join and participate in the #ConwayToGo Facebook 
community at facebook.com/groups/ConwayToGo.


