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It’s just be fore 6 p.m., and I’m hav ing an early din ner at the Coun try Kitchen on Dol lar way Road in Pine
Bluff. This res tau rant has been around since 1953, and a meal here is a step back in time. As I wait on my
fried shrimp and cat fish, I look around and think about the days when Pine Bluff was among this state’s
most vi brant cities.

You can sit on a stool at the counter in the Coun try Kitchen if you wish. And you can still buy a copy of
the Pine Bluff Com mer cial at the cash regis ter. Counter ser vice and news pa pers at the cash regis ter are
equally rare in restau rants these days. It’s easy to con clude that Pine Bluff’s best days are in the past, and
that places like this are as close as you can get to re liv ing that time. But across town at the Pine Bluff
Con ven tion Cen ter, al most 200 pol icy wonks from 37 states have gath ered for the sec ond an nual Ru ral
Rise Sum mit. The three-day event is de signed to teach peo ple how to get ru ral economies mov ing again.
“There’s a need for this type of con fer ence, one that’s specif i cally fo cused on en trepreneur ship and on
some of the pos i tive as pects of how com mu ni ties can em power them selves,” says Joe
Kapp from West Vir ginia, one of the con fer ence’s or ga niz ers.
Why Pine Bluff? Ac cord ing to Mil dred Franco of The Gen er a tor, an in no va tion hub for en trepreneurs at
Pine Bluff, the city is “an ex am ple of a ru ral com mu nity on the move, a com mu nity that’s work ing hard
to put all of these things to gether.”
Don’t scoff. If you haven’t no ticed, there’s a lot hap pen ing at Pine Bluff.
Af ter din ner, I drive by the huge con struc tion site where the Qua paws will spend more than $300 mil lion
to build the Sara cen Casino Re sort. While the main re sort is be ing con structed, work is con clud ing on an
an nex that will soon open and of fer 300 elec tronic games. A con ve nience store al ready is open. It serves
plate lunches and has proved to be a hit with the hun dreds of con struc tion work ers at the site. Mean -
while, peo ple in of fices at 316 W. Sixth Ave. in Pine Bluff are busy in ter view ing and hir ing what even tu -
ally will be 1,000 Sara cen em ploy ees.
Nu mer ous Arkansas as so ci a tions, whose di rec tors like to move their meet ings to dif fer ent ar eas of the
state, would bring con ven tions to south east Arkansas if there were enough qual ity ho tel rooms. When
the Sara cen ho tel and restau rants are com pleted, you can ex pect to see lots of con ven tions there. Per cep -
tion is im por tant for as so ci a tion di rec tors. It will look good to go to south east Arkansas for the first time
in many years.
Ac tiv ity isn’t lim ited to the Sara cen site. In down town Pine Bluff, a re cently com pleted aquat ics cen ter
has proved to be a re gional draw, and a li brary is un der con struc tion a few blocks away. Those two
projects rep re sent a $20 mil lion in vest ment in down town.
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At the Pine Bluff Con ven tion Cen ter, more than $500,000 (with help from Sim mons Bank) was spent
last year to pre pare the cen ter’s arena for the re turn of the King Cot ton Hol i day Clas sic, which was once
among the top high school bas ket ball tour na ments in the coun try. The re birth of this beloved event pro -
vided a morale boost for all of south east Arkansas.
This year’s tour na ment will be Dec. 27-30 and fea ture 12 teams. There will be squads from Arkansas,
Cal i for nia, Illi nois, Florida, Ten nessee, Mis sis sippi and Texas. The tour na ment is put on by Go For ward
Pine Bluff and Sim mons Bank. Go For ward Pine Bluff, a non profit or ga ni za tion founded in 2017 to help
re vi tal ize the com mu nity, works with the city to in vest pro ceeds from a spe cial sales tax that was ap -
proved by vot ers.
In the med i cal sec tor, it was an nounced last week that Arkansas Chil dren’s Hos pi tal is part ner ing with
Jef fer son Re gional Med i cal Cen ter of Pine Bluff to es tab lish a pe di atric clinic on the JRMC cam pus.
Money is be ing raised for the $17.5 mil lion project.
The JRMC board is con sid er ing a 300,000-square-foot project that would fea ture a six-story tower with
200 hos pi tal beds. That $180 mil lion ini tia tive would firmly es tab lish the city as a re gional med i cal
draw. In April, the Uni ver sity of Arkansas for Med i cal Sciences opened the $6 mil lion UAMS Fam ily
Med i cal Cen ter at JRMC.
In the in dus trial sec tor, it was an nounced last week that a Texas-based com pany will hire more than 70
em ploy ees to make bi o log i cal and chem i cal pro tec tive suits for the mil i tary. The plant will be lo cated at
the Pine Bluff Arse nal.
In a strange way, pop u la tion losses in cities through out south east Arkansas could ben e fit Pine Bluff if the
city plays its cards cor rectly. I was re minded of this re cently when I joined Howard Hurst, the pres i dent
of Lit tle Rock-based florist Tip ton & Hurst, in vis it ing the Pine Bluff busi ness he bought two years ago
from the Shep herd fam ily.
Shep herd’s has been a Pine Bluff tra di tion for decades. Em ploy ees ex plained to me that, as smaller
towns across the re gion lose pop u la tion, florist and gift shops cease op er a tion. Res i dents of those towns
must come to Pine Bluff. This store is about more than flow ers. There are gifts, works by lo cal artists,
toys and food. South east Arkansas cou ples plan ning to get mar ried regis ter here.
Whether it’s a place to eat out, at tend a sports event, shop or go to the doc tor, Pine Bluff is po si tioned to
re claim its spot as a true re gional cen ter, just as Jones boro has done in north east Arkansas. There’s
much work to be done (es pe cially in the area of pub lic ed u ca tion), but the good news is that the work has
started and signs of progress al ready are no tice able.


