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The Bureau o f Business and Econom ic Research
has been providing information about Montana’s
state and local econom ies for more than 50 years. "
Housed on the campus o f the University o f
Montana-Missoula, the Bureau is the research and
public service branch o f the School o f Business
Administration. O n an ongoing basis, the Bureau
analyzes local, state, and national economies;
provides annual income, employment, and population
forecasts; conducts extensive research on forest
products, manufacturing, health care, and Montana
Kids Count; designs and conducts comprehensive
survey research at its on-site call center; presents
annual econom ic outlook seminars in cities
throughout Montana; and publishes the awafdwinning Montana Business Quarterly.

MESSAGE FROM PROVOST
PERRY GROWN
The University o f Montana
just completed a banner year
with students from throughout
campus being honored with
national and international
awards. A Goldwater award,
another Udall award (an award
for which UM leads the nation
in recipients), and several
Fulbright awards are the tip
o f the proverbial iceberg in
awards received during the year
just completed. Our students
—ranging from welding and
radiologic technology to computer science, management
information systems, and remote sensing —are studying hightech topics, and our association with high-tech businesses is
growing and thriving.
With UM’s strong liberal education underpinning tied to a
focused, high-tech, innovation-oriented education, our graduates
are finding opportunities to build the high-tech industries o f
Montana. I hear regularly from employers w ho have hired our
graduates, and they indicate that our graduates are well-prepared
and flexible professionals capable o f tackling complex tasks. We
also have many graduates with a strong entrepreneurial streak
w ho are conceptualizing and launching new high-tech ventures.
It is a great time for innovation and entrepreneurship at UM.
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ontana is quietly increasing its footprint in high-

equipment, tactical vehicles, and satellites (see article on

tech businesses, with growth projected to vastly

Spika W elding and central Montanas manufacturing center,

page 10). Perhaps one o f the most well-known success stories
exceed the average statewide econom ic growth.
is that o f RightNow Technologies, which launched in 1997 in
Unbeknownst to many, there are a number o f high-tech
Bozeman and employed more than 1,100 people (half based
companies scattered across Montana that are creating highpaying jobs and challenging the older stereotypes about our

in Montana) with average wages o f $86,000. RightNow sold

economic base.

to Oracle in 2 0 1 2 for $1.8 billion.
Also in Bozeman is Workiva, an Iowa-based software-as-

From rural areas o f Montana, companies like Spika
Welding and Manufacturing are doing business around

a-service (SaaS) company whose platform allows companies

the world. President and founder Tom Spika started his

to submit business reports, such as SEC filings, digitally (see

Lewistown business as a two-person shop and has grown

sidebar, page 5). Workivas customers include more than 65

it into a multi-million-dollar company that designs and

percent o f Fortune 500 companies. The company has grown

manufactures equipment for technicians working on military

to nearly 1,000 employees since its launch in 2008 and went

2
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public in December 2014. Workiva’s CTO, JeffTrom, and

This article summarizes a Bureau study on Montanas

its second-largest development office are located in Bozeman,

high-tech industry, which is the first o f its kind. The Montana

with around 70 employees.

H igh Tech Business Alliance (MHTBA) - a newly formed,

In Missoula, Education Logistics (EDULOG) created the

“ ember-driven group o f 200 high-tech businesses - asked the

first school bus scheduling and routing software for school
districts more than 35 years ago and has stayed ahead o f the
curve with GPS and student tracking solutions, including
tj j i
«
j .1 i o j- a i •
mobile apps. Edulog has contracted with the oaudi Arabian
government on a project to improve the efficiency o f the

Bureau t0 collect “ N a t i o n and insights from its members
50 that a better assessment o f its economic footprint and its
ProsPects for eontinued growth could be made. The Alliance
members include businesses that make or sell high-tech
&
Products’ Provide Professional services or consulting related to

country’s school bus system and help females - who are not
oallowed
I j *to drive
j •
, i. unaccompanied
- j —get .
or go out in public

hlSh tech’ conduct e'commerce' or eIW
in manufacturing
using
statewide.
® skilled labor, as well as other organizations
&
11,6 research 8 j | | f e serve 35 f benchmark and an important
assessment o f one o f Montana’s fastest-growing
&
&and highest6

to school. The privately held company has more than 150
i
.r
i .in ofti
C /(see sidebar
•j I _
employees andj plans
to grow significantly
2015
on page 7).

paying industry clusters.
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Key Findings
By almost any measure, growth in high-tech businesses is

(Figure 1, page 2). O ne example o f a business that pays its

outpacing that o f other sectors o f the state s economy, with

employees well for their hard work is Advanced Technology

employment and revenues expecting growth rates that are

Group Missoula Solutions Center (ATG), located in

8-10 times o f statewide growth.

downtown Missoula (see sidebar, page 8).
Tom Stergios, vice president o f ATG s Missoula Solutions

Jobs at high-tech businesses pay considerably more than
jobs elsewhere in the economy. Average wages are at about

Center, started the business in his basement and has now

$50,000 —twice the median earnings per Montana worker

grown it to 60+ employees. The Missoula company delivers

Figure 2
Locations of Montana High Tech Business
Alliance Members

Figure 3
High-Tech Business Types

Source: Bureau o f Business and Econom ic Research, University o f Montana.

A
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strategy, implementation, and managed services for Fortune

prominent concentration found in Gallatin and Missoula

1000 companies that have revenues ranging from $ 160

counties (Figure 2). Montanas high-tech firms are diverse,

million to $16 billion per year. The average consultant salary

but software/software-as-a-service (SaaS) is by far the largest

is more than $75,000, with senior consultants earning more

industry sub-group (Figure 3). Another interesting fact that

than $100,000.

emerges is that on average, the states high-tech companies

While members o f the Montana High Tech Business

are smaller, younger, and more growth focused.

Alliance are located throughout the state, there is a more

v t/o rk iv a

The company opened a Bozeman office in 2012 and expanded
to Missoula in April 2014. Workiva's second-largest development
office is in Bozeman with about 70 employees. CTO Jeff Trom
leads Workiva's entire development team from his home base in
Bozeman.
Workiva got its start when a former colleague approached
Trom and other former business partners about finding a solution
to the pain involved in filing with the SEC. There are around 270
types of filings with the SEC, and business documents can be
enormous, ranging upwards of 20,000 pages.
The challenge, according to Trom, is keeping data throughout
these documents consistent. "If you change a number and it's
referenced 50 times, you must make sure the number is reflected
in all locations accurately, whether in text, a table, graph, or
chart."

In W ake o f IPO, W o r k iv a CTO
Reveals S e c re ts o f His C om p an y's
Success

The software also helps companies deal with collaboration
and permissioning, setting limits on who can read, edit, or own
sections of a document. This combination of features allows for
tremendous efficiencies and peace o f mind.

When Workiva had its initial public offering on the New
York Stock Exchange in December 2014, Jeff Trom had
been there before. The Chief Technology Officer and six
members o f Workiva's founding management team took
a previous company. Engineering Animation, public in the
1990s.

"[Managing and filing these documents] is very stressful,"
Trom said. "We take the stress out of the system. People send
our teams flowers and candy because we've made the process so
much easier."

But the second time around, the IPO was easier and less
costly thanks to Workiva's proprietary Wdesk platform,
which automated the process of filing with the Securities
and Exchange Commission (SEC).
"It was fun to use our software for what it was designed
for," Trom said, acknowledging the irony in the team's
unique situation.

Formerly known as WebFilings, Workiva re-branded itself
in 2014 and has expanded beyond SEC filings into other dataintensive functions like Sarbanes-Oxley regulations and risk
management.
According to Trom, things are different than they were even
five years ago as Montana becomes a center of excellence for
software development, particularly in Bozeman and Missoula.

Founded in 2008, Workiva is a software-as-a-service
company that helps enterprise clients manage large
quantities of data. Workiva counts more than 65 percent
of the Fortune 500 as customers, including Walmart,
United Airlines, and Ford.
Headquartered in Ames, Iowa, Workiva has about 1,000
full-time employees in 15 locations, from New York City to
Los Altos, California.
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Figure 4

Figure 5

Largest Impediment to MHTBA Member

Advantages Montana Gives MHTBA Members

Growth

Other key findings about the high-tech businesses that are

• “Experienced workers deeply skilled in software

members o f the Alliance include:

engineering and building and scaling software startups.

• M H T B A businesses collectively paid more than $ 139

Many o f the highly skilled workers flee the state for

million in payroll in 2014. Other data sources suggest

higher salaries in metro markets.”

that the actual payroll paid by all high-tech businesses

• “Our largest impediment is access to working capital

(including nonmember businesses) was much larger;

in order to fund expansion. We are actively marketing

• The Montana-based activities o f M H TBA members were

our services to out-of-state clients. If we had access to

responsible for $632 m illion in gross sales in 2014;

working capital, we could compete at a much higher
level.”

• High-tech companies that are M H TBA regular members
will raise wage rates by 7 percent in 2015, significantly

• “Available skilled workers. I either need to train from the

faster than the 1.4 percent rate o f growth realized in

ground up or import workers into the state. The burden

wage rates at Montana private sector employers in the

is on me to teach an apprentice. I’ve looked into the

most recent data;

Montana apprentice program, but I have to invent my
own program because its so out-of-date. It’s very, very

• Alliance members expect to add more than 400 net new

time-consuming.”

jobs in 2015, a 15 percent increase, a much stronger job
growth than has occurred in the overall economy; and,
• The high-tech businesses that are members o f

W ithin the past year, a number o f high-tech companies
have come together to find solutions to address workforce

M H TBA expect to make at least $35 million in capital

shortages and other issues. O ne group, the Central Montana

expenditures at their Montana facilities in 2015.

Manufacturing Alliance, has made major strides in addressing
these challenges by collaborating with each other and

Barriers to Growth
Recruiting and hiring skilled workers is the largest
impediment to growth for high-tech companies (Figure 4).
Whether hiring software developers, machinists, or lawyers,

partnering with higher education to strengthen the workforce
(see article on page 10).

The Quality of Life Advantage
Montana’s quality o f life —the lifestyle, the work/life

employers face challenges. Many employers find it difficult to
convince outsiders (or their spouses) to relocate to Montana.

balance available, the recreational opportunities, and the

Access to capital also can be challenging.

beauty o f the landscape —provides significant advantages

W hen asked about barriers to growth for high-tech firms,
survey respondents mentioned the following:

6

for high-tech businesses that are located in the state. As
Figure 5 illustrates, 37 percent o f survey respondents cited
Montana’s quality o f life as a major advantage. According to
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Tom Spika o f Spika Welding, people are drawn to Montana

excellence like universities gives them an advantage. Eight

by the lifestyle —hunting, fishing, the outdoors, skiing,

percent said that Montana actually provides them few, if any

snowmobiling. JefFTrom o f Workiva recruits people from

advantages.

inside and outside o f Montana. “Winter or summer, anybody
who enjoys the outdoors will love it in Montana,” he says.

W hen asked about the advantages o f doing business in
Montana, survey respondents commented as follows:

MHTBA members also most frequendy mentioned

• “Great place to live, recreate, and raise families, which is

Montanas high-quality workforce (26 percent), Montanas

attractive both to employees and customers.”

supportive business community (18 percent), and the low
cost o f doing business in Montana (18 percent). A somewhat

• “Fantastic location —employees who live here love it and
the work/life balance we offer.”

lower proportion (8 percent) said that access to centers o f

...C ontinued on page 9

EDULOG
Ed u l o g ' s T e c h n o lo g y
H elps G et Sa u d i A r a b ia n G irls to
Sc h o o l , Pr o vid es 130+ Jo bs in
M iss o u la

Located in a renovated sugar beet plant behind Target in
Missoula, Edulog began in 1977 when school districts were
determining bus routes by putting pins on maps and trying to
string them together. Today, Edulog uses sophisticated software
that it has developed to help clients in at least 1,000 school

Getting female students and teachers to school in Saudi

districts across the U.S. and Canada to route 150,000+ school

Arabia - a country where women are prohibited from driving

buses every day. Finding more efficient bus routes saves millions

and must be accompanied while in public - can sometimes be

of dollars, said Corbally, citing recent projects in Miami, Toronto,

challenging. If a chaperone or driver is unavailable, females are

Toledo, Atlanta, and Memphis.

unable to get to school. A Montana company with leading-edge

In addition to routing and scheduling software, Edulog's

technology has spent the past two years working on a project
involving 2 million students (most of whom are girls) and 30,000
school buses to ensure that these young women have the

product line includes boundary planning, enrollment projection,
driver payroll, vehicle inspection, field trip management, fleet
maintenance, GPS tracking, student tracking, and consulting

opportunity to get an education.

services.

In recent years, the Saudi Arabian government has made

In the past month, Corbally has hired 10 new employees who

substantial investments in education, with a special emphasis

are working in software development, project management,

on getting girls educated and into the workforce, according to

quality control/quality assurance, support, and training. Most of

Jason Corbally, president of Missoula's Education Logistics, Inc.

these new hires will be based in Atlanta, a major transportation

(Edulog). Developing a dedicated school bus system will help

hub where Edulog is building another office that will work with

solve some of these transportation challenges for females and

the Missoula operation.

help all students get to school safely and efficiently, he said. It
also will help reduce traffic congestion, he said, adding that "the
latest statistics tell us that one school bus takes 50 cars off the
road."
With nearly 40 years in pupil transportation systems, Edulog
has contracted with the Saudi Arabian government on a project
to improve the efficiency of the country's school bus system.
Edulog serves as the technology arm, helping with school bus
routing, scheduling, GPS tracking, and student tracking. A
number of other consulting firms from around the world are
working on the infrastructural and operational needs of Saudi
school buses.
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Many of ATG’s employees at the Missoula Solutions Center
are recent University of Montana graduates.

advanced
te c h n o lo g y
g ro u p

ATG: M is s o u la H ig h -te c h F irm Finds

dollar companies throughout the world. ATG has more than

M o n ta n a L ife s ty le A t t r a c t s T a le n t,
F o r tu n e 1000 C lie n ts

60 employees who work in a cubicle-free, shared space w ith a
refrigerator that's well-stocked w ith Rockstar energy drinks. "It's
insane how much caffeine we go through," said Stergios.

Last summer, Tom Stergios sat on the deck o f Finn and
ATG has grown rapidly since Stergios opened the Missoula

Porter in Missoula with some of his clients, watching people fly
fishing on the Clark Fork River and listening to the legendary

office in 2011 w ith a couple of employees. Of the 60-plus

Paul McCartney who was performing across the river at the

employees, more than half are fairly recent graduates from the

University of Montana's Washington-Grizzly Stadium. The next

University o f Montana's business school and computer science

day, Stergios, vice president of Advanced Technology Group

department.

Missoula Solutions Center, took the C-level executives from
Before opening ATG's Missoula Solutions Center, Stergios was

a Fortune 1000 company fishing on Flathead Lake and for a
helicopter ride in Glacier Park.

a remote worker, consulting w ith the Kansas City-based ATG
from his basement office in Missoula. A native Missoulian who

"They fell in love w ith Montana," said Stergios. It was a

grew up in a house near Grizzly Grocery, he returned home after

"magical" week in Missoula, and it's likely his clients will be

working as a consultant for Accenture, Axiom, IBM, Cygent, and

visiting again.

Convergys.
"I worked internationally on six continents and got a lot of

Tucked away next to the Shack restaurant on Missoula's Main
Street is the Advanced Technology Group, or ATG, a high-tech

exposure to enterprise IT," said Stergios. "Then I found myself

firm that does business w ith multi-million to multi-billion

living in Washington, D.C., w ith young kids. Our kids were born

B
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C ontinued fro m page 7...
three months before 9/11, followed by snipers and anthrax.

• “A bit o f panache o f working in the Rockies, very

My wife and I said, 'What are we doing here?' It was a no-

attractive to technical talent.”

brainer to come back to Montana."

• “High-quality workforce that understands what a work
ATG works in an industry that is highly competitive and
constantly changing, w ith Fortune 1000 companies that

ethic is all about.”
• “Quality, ethical people in Montana.”

have revenues ranging from $160 million to $16 billion
per year. ATG's clients include some of the fastest-growing

• “D oing business in Montana is unique in that there

companies: Centurylink, Trimble, Yodle, Concur, Constant

is always a community supporting you —regardless o f

Contact, InterCall, and many others.

industry you can count on the people to back you up.”
• “Access —meaning that you can get help with an email

The Missoula tech company delivers strategy,

or phone call away, even up to senators, governors, etc.

implementation, and managed services for clients. They also

where in other states you are more anonymous. The

provide strategic consulting - particularly around billing and

professional network with successful entrepreneurs and

accounts receivable. Customer Relationship Management,

mentors is phenomenal.”

and complex quoting and contracting processes. Collectively,
these areas are called "quote to cash." In addition, they offer

• “Low cost o f doing business is a positive aspect o f doing
business in Montana.”

Software-as-a-Service implementation and flexible managed
service offerings. ATG's headquarters are in Kansas City, with

For JefFTrom, C T O o f Workiva, it was the outdoors

offices in Missoula, Denver, Cincinnati, St. Louis, and Dallas.

that drew him to Montana. After vacationing in M ontana

Missoula is now ATG's largest office.

for 20-plus years and always wanting to move to the state, he

Energetic, bright students are vital to ATG's operation, said
Stergios, and the company recruits and hires graduates from
the Montana University System.

decided to pack up and move to Bozeman with his wife and
kids.
“Its a secret that Montana is this good,” Trom said.Q

Employees work hard, but they also have fun together,
said Stergios. Every week, the "Kitchen Czar"—a rotating

Patrick M . Barkey is the director o f the Bureau o f Business

position - is given a budget and is responsible for stocking

a n d Economic Research, University o f M ontana. John Baldridge

the company refrigerator w ith snacks and hosting "Club

is BBERs director o f survey development; Christina Henderson

MSC" where employees play games like Jeopardy or

is the executive director o f the M ontana H igh Tech Business

whatever the Czar chooses. The Golden Rockstar (a can of

Alliance; and, Shannon Furniss is B BERs communications

Rockstar that is spray-painted gold) is awarded each Friday

director.

for someone who has "done something above and beyond"
for ATG's clients during the week.
ATG consultants also are paid well for their hard work. The

For the fu ll report on the M ontana H igh Tech Business
Alliance survey, go to http://www.bber.um t.edu/pubs/econ/
H igh TechBusAlliance.pdf.

average consultant salary is more than $75,000, with entry
level positions starting in the low $40,000s plus bonuses.
Raises are aggressive, with the original team of consultants
from 2011 more than doubling their salaries. Senior
consultants (with 10-plus years of experience) routinely
earn well over $100,000. Stergios plans to grow his business
and hopes to employ 150 or more in Missoula over the next
few years.
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ituated in the geographic center o f Montana in

One Lewistown business, Century Companies Inc., has

the midst o f rolling hills, farms, and ranches is

about 175 employees and does everything from paving streets

something a little unexpected: one o f the most vibrant

S

to building subdivisions and airports throughout the rural

manufacturing communities in the state. W ith a population

West and “hangs its hat” on manufacturing a raw material

o f about 6,500, Lewistown has a cluster o f companies that

into a finished product, according to Century’s CEO Tim

design, engineer, and manufacture products for airports,

Robertson. The company produces much o f its own material

oil companies, federal agencies, food distribution centers,

— around 50 tons to 400 tons o f hot-mix asphalt per hour

sports arenas, hospitals, banks, schools, the military, and

out o f each o f its eight plants. W ith its fleet o f “rolling

the aerospace industry, to name a few. Together, the group

stock,” which encompasses more than 400 pieces o f large

supports nearly 500 manufacturing jobs in the Lewistown
area.

construction equipment, the company paves airport hangers,

ID

runways, access roadways, and highways.
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Lewistown Farmers’ Market
Photo provided by the Lewistown-area Chamber of Commerce

Just down the road is Spika Welding and Manufacturing,

N ot far from Spika Welding and Century Companies is

a company that specializes in designing and manufacturing

Allied Steel, which manufactures structural steel for malls,

industrial work platforms and ground support equipment

schools, hospitals, sports arenas, power plants, and other

for people working on military aircraft, tactical vehicles, and

buildings all over the U.S. Allied Steel employs 190 people,

satellites. Tom Spika started his business as a two-person

90 in its Lewistown shop and 100 in different locations

shop and has grown it into a multi-million-dollar company

in-state and out-of-state. Most o f the manufacturing is done

employing about 50 people. Last year, Spika Welding was

in Lewistown —the employees located elsewhere help with

named “Manufacturing Exporter o f the Year.” Spika exports

skilled detailing and overflow projects, according to Jeff

his products globally to markets in Sweden, Australia,

Southworth, Allied Steels president. Right now, the company

Japan, Saudi Arabia, and Israel. He also is the chairman o f
the Montana Manufacturing Council, a subsidiary o f the

has 20 active jobs, which involve 11,343 tons o f structural
steel and a total o f 193,640 shop hours. This year, the

Montana Chamber o f Commerce.

company’s president says he expects around 1,000 semi-trucks
to carry full loads o f product to different jobs.

Montana B u s in e s s Q uarterly/ S ummer 2 0 1 5
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Also nearby are H C R Inc. and Hi-Heat Industries Inc.

very successful companies, he said. “They had a bit o f the

HCR produces a re-circulatory air curtain door system that

entrepreneurial personality and were willing to take a little

major food distribution centers such as Costco and Walmart

bit o f a risk to get something up and going.” O f course Spika

use to keep products efficiently

and the founder o f Allied Steel, Jim

refrigerated. Hi-Heat engineers

Southworth (Jeffs father), had grown

specialized heating elements to

up in Lewistown and built businesses

keep equipment such as ATMs

that allowed them to stay in their

warm in sub-zero weather.

hometown.

Spika got his start at HCR,

Healthy Businesses in the
Heart of the State

where he worked for 10 years
during the ’90s.

This unique group o f businesses in

These are just a few o f the

Lewistown that has worldwide markets

companies that are part o f
Fergus County’s high-tech

and distribution is something that

manufacturing center. From

com m unity leaders are committed to

time to time, Spika’s president

keeping healthy, according to Century’s

ponders how Lewistown —“in

Roberston. Thirteen years ago, the

very rural Montana where

Central Montana Manufacturing

beef cattle and winter wheat

Alliance was formed with a mission

are big” —could become such

o f “sharing ideas, capabilities, and

a business center. The town

opportunities that lead to further

used to revolve only around

development o f member business and

agriculture, with relatively low-

the economy o f Central Montana.”

paying jobs.

Dale Detrick, a field engineer for the
Montana Manufacturing Extension

In the late-’70s, key people

Center, brought the group together,

—like Jack Morgenstern

and they’ve been meeting for breakfast

who started Century
Companies and is a mainstay

Spika Welding & Manufacturing

once a month for the past 13 years.

“There’s a synergy between our companies,” according to

in the community —began to move to Lewistown to start
companies. They were drawn in by the lifestyle —hunting,

Spika’s CEO. “N one o f us are really competitive with each

fishing, the outdoors, motorsports, and snowmobiling,

other, but we have very similar challenges in running our

said Spika. In the 1990s, several other “talented and expert

businesses.”

business people” landed here and started what would become

Spika Welding & Manufacturing
M o n t a n a B u s i n e s s Q u a r t e r l y / S u m m e r 20 15
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Collaboration and Community
As the members o f Central Montana Manufacturing

building for the process. H C R Inc, which manufactures the

Alliance learned about some o f their neighbors’ companies,

re-circulatory air doors for refrigeration warehouses, is only

they began to figure out ways to collaborate. For example,

a mile and a half away from Spika Welding and leases its

there are some products that Spika Welding needs to

powder-coating facility to them. “It saves us a big investment

powder-coat, but the company doesn’t own the equipment,

and generates a new revenue stream for them,” said Spika.

which would cost around $120,000 and require a suitable

“It’s that kind o f collaboration that really pays the dividends.”

M o n t a n a M a n u f a c t u r in g O u t l o o k :
St r o n g a n d Po s it iv e
The Montana manufacturing sector continued its post
recession comeback in 2014, and machinery and equipment
manufacturers are most optimistic. Last year, manufacturing
employment in the state increased for the fourth consecutive
year and reached approximately 23,500 jobs. These gains
came after manufacturing employment fell to less than
20,000 during 2010, the lowest level seen in decades.
Total earnings of the state's manufacturing workers also
continued to increase during 2014 and were estimated to
be around $1.15 billion. There continues to be a premium
for skilled manufacturing jobs in the state. The average
manufacturing worker in Montana earned $49,000 in 2014,
compared to the statewide average of $40,000 across all
sectors.
Some Manufacturers are More Optimistic than Others,
Survey Finds
Results of the Bureau's annual survey of Montana
manufacturers reflected the optimism growing from several
consecutive years of improving indicators for the sector. The
2015 outlook found that 92 percent of all manufacturing
firms expected as good or better conditions during 2015
compared to 2014. However, the degree of enthusiasm
varied from one subsector to another. Machinery and
equipment manufacturers were the most optimistic
subsector, with more than 60 percent expecting better

While their expectations have been improving for the
last few years, wood products firms remained the least
optimistic of the subsectors in their outlook for 2015. Just
over 40 percent of wood products manufacturers expected
better conditions in 2015. However, this compares to just 11
percent that expected better conditions in 2012, 32 percent
for 2013, and 37 percent for 2014. U.S. housing starts got off
to a slow start in 2015, and Montana lumber production in
the first quarter was down about 7 percent from the fourth
quarter of 2014. Improvements are expected as the summer
building season progresses.
The employment outlook for 2015 also continued on a
positive trend, with 33 percent of all respondents expecting
to increase employment during the year. Machinery
and equipment manufacturers were the most optimistic
subsector regarding hiring, followed by food and beverage
manufacturers (Figure 2).
For more information on the Bureau's annual survey of
Montana manufacturers, download the full report online at
http://bber.umt.edu/Manufacturing/Survey.asp.

Figure 1

Figure 2

Overall Outlook for 2015

Employment Outlook for 2015

Source: Bureau o f Business and E con om ic Research, University o f Montana.
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conditions, followed by chemicals, petroleum, and refining
firms (Figure 1). As an aside, the survey was conducted just
prior to the extreme price declines in oil and gas during
late 2014 and early 2015. This shows that expectations are
not always realized, especially in the context of unforeseen
market volatility.

M ontana B u sin ess

Source: Bureau o f Business and E conom ic Research, University o f Montana.
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Another way the companies collaborate is by sharing

the best way possible,” said Century’s Robertson. “We are

employees. In manufacturing, its hard to keep an even pace

committed to maintaining a healthy economy here in Central

all year because job orders come in at different times, said

Montana so that our businesses are in a healthy place.”

Spika. Sometimes companies are really busy and need a

Partnering with Higher Education to
Strengthen the Workforce

few extra workers, and they can “lease” them from member
companies. This helps companies through tight spots and
provides workers with new learning experiences. O n the other

O ne o f the challenges that Lewistown manufacturers often

hand, if times are slow, workers can do temporary work for

discuss is workforce shortages. A few o f the companies are

another member company instead o f being laid off. “Its a

planning expansions in the next few years but anticipate a

win-win for everybody,” he said.

critical shortage o f trained workers in the area with skills in

Having a peer group to discuss challenges and issues with

welding, machining, electronics, and diesel technology. While
the group has been able to attract students from the nearby

is important, too. The manufacturing alliance came about
because o f the “desire to help one another, stay relevant with

two-year colleges (Great Falls and Havre), it is difficult to

trends in the manufacturing industry, and solve problems

compete with the high demand across Montana and North
Dakota for these students, Robertson said.

Mo n ta n a B u s in e s s Q uarterly/ S um m er 2D1 5
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A $25 million grant from the Montana Department o f
Labor and Industry may help Lewistown address some o f the
workforce issues. The Strengthening Workforce Alignment
in Montanas Manufacturing and Energy Industries
(SWAMMEI) grant aims to create training programs
accessible from anywhere in the state that link workers with

kk

and enhance

The manufacturers
have done such a great
job coordinating with each
other and articulating
their needs. They are
great minds and are really
entrepreneurial and willing
to partner.”
■Matt Springer, director,
RevUp Montana

the state’s
manufacturing
and energy
workforce,
according to
Matt Springer,
director o f the
SWAMMEI
program
(now rebranded
as RevUp
Montana).
Thirteen colleges
throughout
the state are

participating. Through RevUp, students will be able to take
“stacked credentials” to decrease their time in training and
increase their financial return on educational investment.
Last fall, Springer and higher education leaders from
the Montana University System met with the Lewistown
manufacturers to discuss ways that they might collectively

It’s a great collaboration between a group o f manufacturers, the

solve labor problems. O ne o f the ideas discussed was

higher education community, and the Department o f Labor.”

developing some welding, manufacturing, and construction
skills programming in Lewistown to attract students

Montana: A Manufacturing Powerhouse
These days, it’s not altogether uncommon to see business

graduating from the local high school or for employees who
need the training to go up to the next level, said Spika.
After the meeting, Springer and the team worked on
figuring out a way to meet the Lewistown manufacturers’
needs. Earlier this summer, an introductory manufacturing
course began in Lewistown, and Springer hopes to have three
comprehensive training programs available in the next few

executives from Tokyo or Tel Aviv in the local coffee shop, said
Spika. “W hen they come to our little town o f 6,500 people
that’s two hours from the nearest commercial airport and
two hours from the nearest Walmart, they say, ‘Geez this is
remote.’” But that’s the appeal for many Lewistown residents,
he said.
And according to Robertson, Montana has the potential to

months —an industry safety program, a welding component,
and an introductory electrical course. These programs also

be a “manufacturing powerhouse in the Northwest. And if we

will provide industry-recognized credentials, which are critical

recognize and embrace it fully, there is an opportunity to see

in the manufacturing and energy industries, he said.

Montana thrive.”Q

“Lewistown is a cool case study o f what we’ll be able to
Shannon F um iss is th e com m unications d irector a t th e Bureau

do if we’re successful with the project overall,” said Springer.
“The manufacturers have done such a great job coordinating
with each other and articulating their needs. They are great
minds and are really entrepreneurial and willing to partner.

o f Business a n d E conom ic Research, U n iversity o f M ontana.
C olin B. Sorenson is a BBER research econom ist; Steven W. Hayes
is a BBER research forester; a n d T odd A . M organ is B B E R s
associate director.
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The Economic Reach of
the Bakken Oil Fields
Eastern Montana Activities Have Statewide Impacts
by
Paul E. Polzin
rime topics o f conversation in Sidney and throughout the

P

Richland County, Montana (Sidney), and Williams County, North

people living within 50 miles of the Montana-North Dakota line

began in 2011.

Bakken area are the latest rumors and speculations about
Dakota (Williston). These two counties are the epicenters of oil
the price of oil. Some people are wondering what the
activity in the two states. Both economies were stable during the
impact of the drop of the price o f oil by 50 percent since mid-2014
1980s, the 1990s, and the early 2000s. There were small upward
will do to the economies o f Eastern Montana. But it is not just the
blips during the 2007 to 2009 period, but the Bakken boom really
who should be concerned because the economic impacts will be felt
far from the drilling and extraction sites.

The Timeline of the Oil Boom
The employment data clearly show that the Bakken boom is
very recent. Figure 1 presents indices of nonfarm employment in

The growth has been larger in North Dakota than Montana.
Nonfarm employment in Williams County tripled in the three years
from 2011 to 2013. In Richland County, the growth was about
50 percent. Most experts agree that the possibility of lower taxes in
North Dakota did not cause the differences between the two states.

Mo n ta n a B u s in e s s Q uarterly/ S um m er 2 0 1 5
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It is difficult to see in Figure 2, but the sizes of the dots are

Figure 1
Nonfarm and Salary Employment,

proportional to the number of vendors in each location. A clearer

1986 to 2013, Richland and Williams Counties

picture is presented in Table 1 where the vendor data has been
sorted by ZIP code. The statewide distribution of vendors is clearly
seen with areas such as Missoula and the Flathead, each containing
a number of firms. In addition to these 118 firms, there are 106
vendors in other parts of the state.

Commuting to Work
Bakken economic impacts are also dispersed across Montana
by the commuting of workers. These are people working in the oil
fields but living (and spending much of their incomes) elsewhere.
Because housing is scarce near the exploration and drilling sites,
many workers live in temporary quarters and return to their homes

Source: U.S. Bureau o f Econom ic Analysis.

between work sessions.
A report by the U.S. Census Bureau identifies commuters’ place

Rather, the characteristics of the oil deposits, the expertise of the
drillers, and other factors led to the differences between Richland

of work and residence during 2011. As shown in Table 2, sizable

and Williams counties.

numbers of workers travel from Montanas major urban areas to jobs
in the Bakken. For example, about 191 people commuted from the

Oil Industry Vendors

Billings area (Yellowstone County) to jobs in far eastern Montana
while another 244 worked in western North Dakota.

The oil and gas sector also includes those companies that sell to
and service the petroleum exploration and drilling activities, and

Unfortunately, the Census Bureau data for 2011 is the latest

these firms need not be located near the drilling and extraction

available. As shown in Figure 1, the Bakken boom was just

sites. But since these firms are affected by trends in the oil and gas

beginning in 2011. The number of commuters in 2014 or 2015

industry, economic impacts can be quickly diffused across a wide

could easily be double, or even greater, than the 2011 figures.

geographic area.

How Big is the “ Bakken Economy?”

The American Petroleum Association compiled a list of
approximately 224 firms in Montana that are vendors to the

Does the new economic activity associated with the Bakken

petroleum industry. Their locations across the state are pictured

oil fields represent a sizable economy with growing markets and

in Figure 2. There are petroleum industry vendors —ranging from

opportunities? O r is it just a small regional blip attractive only to

catering to oil field vehicle service —in 36 of Montanas 56 counties.

specialized investors?

Figure 2
Vendors to Montana’s Oil Industry

Table 1
Vendors to Montana’s Oil
Industry, by Community

1 Community
Billings Area

Vendors 1
49

SidneyArea

22

Missoula Area

12

Great Falls Area

10
7

Bozeman Area
Helena Area

6

Flathead Area

5

Butte-Anaconda Area

4

Miles CityArea

3
118

Total

Source: American Petroleum Institute.
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Table 2

Also in Table 3 is an analysis using income rather than

Workers by Place of Work and Residence, 2011

employment. Between 2010 and 2013, the personal income in

Place of Work

Residence

Far Eastern MT

the five Bakken counties rose from $2.6 billion to $6.2 billion,

Western ND

Flathead County

24

12

an increase of roughly $3.6 billion. As shown in the right portion

Mlssoula-Ravalli Counties

56

58

of the table under personal income, this three-year growth in the

Cascade County

65

99

Bakken area is roughly equal to adding a Flathead or Gallatin
county on the Montana-North Dakota line. The $6.2 billion earned

Lewis-Clark County

39

65

Gallatin County

41

90

in the five counties is larger than any Montana county except

191

244

Yellowstone County. In comparison, Burleigh County, North

Yellowstone County
Butte-Anaconda

5

0

Custer County

185

42

Dawson County

310

293

Dakota, the second largest in the state and home to Bismarck, has
personal income of roughly $4.4 billion.

The Bakken’s Economic Place in the Region

Source: U.S. Bureau o f the Census.

So, why are the Bakken oil fields important for all Montanans?
First o f all, it is a large economy. In terms of income, it is larger

Both employment and income may be used to measure
economies. Table 3 presents 2010 and 2013 employment in

than any community in Montana except Yellowstone County and

Richland County, Montana, and the four largest oil producing

larger than Burleigh County (Bismarck), North Dakota. Second,

counties in North Dakota (Williams, Dunn, McKenzie, and

the Bakken has economic tentacles throughout Montana, with oil

Mountrail counties). During these three years total employment in

vendors in 36 of Montanas 56 counties and commuters working

these five counties grew from 41,201 to 77,479, an increase of about

in the Bakken but living throughout Montana. While experts

36,278 workers. In comparison, the 2013 employment in Flathead

are still concerned about the future o f oil prices, the Bakken will

County was 58,900, Gallatin County had 70,300 workers, and the

remain an important economic center on the Montana/North

corresponding figure for Yellowstone County was 102,284. In other

Dakota border. □

words, the five-county Bakken area in 2013 already employed more
workers than Flathead and Gallatin counties and was about onethird smaller than Yellowstone County, which had the most workers
in the state.

Paul E. Polzin is the director emeritus at the Bureau o f Business and
Economic Research, University o f Montana.

Table 3
How Big is the Bakken Economy?
Bakken Counties vs. Urban Counties, 2010*2013

Employment
1 Bakken Counties

2010

2013

Urban Counties

Richland, MT

7,504

9,600

Flathead, MT

Williams, ND
Dunn, ND

20,344

43,289

2,401

4,475

McKenzie, ND

5,682

Mountrail, ND
Total

Bakken Counties
58,900 Richland, MT

2013

2010

2013

Urban Counties

$455,035

$711,622

Flathead, MT

$3,614,032

$1,273,238

$3,429,967

Gallatin, MT

$3,852,235

Dunn, ND

$170,715

$403,350

Yellowstone, MT

$6,572,726

11,623

McKenzie, ND

$356,246

$839,875

Burleigh, ND(Bismarlc)

$4,387,787

5,270

8,492

Mountrail, ND

$417,623

$849,601

41,201

77,479

$2,672,857

$6,234,415

Growth frorn2010-13
36,2*78
Source: U.S. Bureau o f

Gallatin, MT

Personal Income (Thousands)
2013

Yellowstone, MT

i

70,300
102,284

Williams, ND

Total

-----------

Growth from2010-13
$3,561,558

1

Montana B u s in e s s Q uarterly/ S ummer 2D 1 5

19

Restoration of National Forests Benefits Local
Communities

£

^ $ 2 7 ,5 S £

44%

l ^ . Share of federal

Percent of federal

Contracts that go to local

>eontract dollars tha't

businesses

stay within the county In

Average contract size for
_local contractors

*
^

Average contractfiize for
non-local contractors
—-

which the project takes
MrihM awdf

1

.

4 ________^

$52.6 Million: U.S. Forest Service investments in restoration between 2004 and 2013
}

a

th e federal government is a major land owner in the
western part o f Montana, and many communities
J L benefit from management o f these lands.
Restoration and maintenance projects on national forests can
provide economic benefits to local and regional communities
in the form o f jobs, wages, and the secondary effects
generated when businesses buy supplies in the community
and workers spend their wages. Federal contracting o f
restoration and maintenance also provides other non
monetary benefits: enhancement o f natural and human
capital such as improved ecosystem function, enhancement o f
business capacity, and the ability for individuals and families
to stay in the community.
Figure 1
Local Contracts Equal Local Jobs

Counties in which local businesses conduct a larger share
o f the restoration projects on national forests generate the
greatest benefits. Figure 1 shows the proportion o f federal
contract dollars that went to local businesses by county and
the number o f jobs created for every $ 1 million invested by
the Forest Service. Figure 2 shows how economic benefits are
distributed across the western part o f the state. G
Chelsea P. M clver is a fo rest in du stry research specialist a t
th e Bureau o f Business a n d Econom ic Research, U niversity o f
M ontana.
M ore inform ation on th is stu dy can be fo u n d at: w w w .bber.
um t. edu/FIRJE_ Workforce
Figure 2
Distribution of Economic Benefits Across Western Montana

Sources: Federal Procurement Data System, University o f O regon, “E con om ic Impacts o f Restoration Calculator for Montana Counties;”
Bureau o f Business and E con om ic Research, University o f Montana.
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Business Loans

S .^M issoula Federal

Credit Union

CALL U S TODAY!

Whether you're just getting started
or expanding your existing business,
we'll listen to you first and guide you
to the best product to meet your
individual business needs.

All loans subject to approval.

Darvin Rush
2610 N. Reserve
523-3339

David Rook
3600 Brooks
523-3528
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