




























 
February 2019 

Executive Director’s Report 

(with Program Highlights) 

to the Executive Committee & Board of Directors 

 

Strategic Priorities  
 

1. Economic Diversity and Innovation—grow and diversify our economy through small business 

growth, entrepreneurship, fostering innovative business ideas, and maintaining a regional 

focus: 

 

a. ROCK31 – Connect Build Grow—Kevin Scharfe is now onboard as our director of the Rock 31 

program. He is busy building our program plan for the balance of this fiscal year. We are of course 

in a holding pattern on the space for the Rock31 program, but in the meantime, we continue our 

MeetUp events with entrepreneurs. Please check the SBDC/Rock31 section of this report for more 

details. Oh, the ROCK31 meet-up event at Steep World (Jan. 14) was great! We connected with 

20+ entrepreneurs who have ideas to launch adventure/experience-based businesses.  

 

b. Coal Country Coalition—No new information on the work of the Coalition.  

 

2. Workforce Development and Talent Attraction—via the BillingWorks Partnership—build and 

enhance our workforce development strategies/programs and further our talent attraction 

efforts to meet future workforce needs in support of our regional business community: 

 

a. Advocacy for MSU Billings and RMC— MSUB is now creating a community strategic-direction 

committee made up of key community leaders. The goal is to support and guide the execution of 

the University’s new Strategic Plan. The first meeting will be February/March. More details to 

follow.  

 

b. BillingsWorks/Talent Attraction and Career and Technical Education/Career Center—See the 

Billings Works Update as a part of this report for details on work related to Better Off in Billings 

and preparation of the 2019 State of the Workforce Report. The next meeting of the CTE 

Advisory Committee will be this month. Greg Upham (SD2 Superintendent) will set the stage for 

the future of CTE in Billings with the guidance of this advisory committee. More details to 

follow. Oh, Karen participated in a hearing for CTE funding today (Friday, February 1st). She will 

provide us an update on that work as soon as she returns. Thank you, Karen!!  

 

3. Strategic Placemaking--building-remarkable community investments to encourage and support 

the retention and attraction of workforce and new private investment:  

 

a. Foster Development of Planned, Ready-to-Go Industrial Space –See the TEDD update as a part 

of the Community Development section of this report. We are working now with KLJ on a game 

plan for a possible federal BUILD grant that would support the funding of infrastructure in the 

TEDD. We should have their game plan to review with the TEDD advisory Committee next 

month. In the meantime, we are meeting with property owners in the TEDD to determine the best 

opportunities for a catalyst project—one that could help jump-start development in this area.  

 



b. One Big Sky District—The Recruitment section of this report will provide you with more details 

on the One Big Sky District Planning project but let me offer you a few important details. 1) the 

Plan is now complete. It was delivered to City Council on January 26th. You can find a copy of 

the full Plan document on the BSED website.; 2) we have amended our agreement with 

Landmark to reflect the next phase of work on this project (advocacy, legal, marketing, final 

design and fiscal analysis). I pulled the budget back to a 90-day work plan and reduced the 

Strategy Partner budget to $355,000 not the 6-month plan that was calling for $578,000. We want 

to be able to hit pause and regroup after the first 90 days of this work with Landmark, including 

assessing the status of our legislative work; 3) City Council will be considering the OBSD final 

plan on February 11th. Please join us if you can. 

 

I will add that the OBSD Plan is an outstanding vision for the redevelopment of our downtown 

core. It outlines a series of catalyst projects which require both public infrastructure and private 

asset. Under this plan all the upfront investment will rest with the private sector. Private 

investment must lead this effort. Additionally, the plan lays out the concept for a new economic 

development tool, which is based in the private/public partnership model outline in our plan. It is 

all a bold vision, but well past due for our state and community. 

 

c. Coulson Park Redevelopment and Entryways Now—A contract with DHM Design has been 

approved, so now the public outreach meetings can begin. Stay tuned for more details. This will 

be an important project for our community—2019 is off to a great start with key community 

development projects.  

 

d. EBURD Redevelopment—No new info to report. See the Community Development section of 

this report for more info, as available. 

 

e. Trailhead Hospitality Vision Steering Committee— The scope of work for a plan/design/budget 

for the improvement of the Metra Park backside walkway, fence and landscaping is complete. 

The next step is securing funding for that work. Recall--the goal being to take steps forward in the 

improvement of the HWY 87 corridor as one of the major entryways for our community. The 

next meeting of the Committee is set for March 1, 2019, 11:45 A.M. to 1:00 P.M. at the 

City/County Planning Office, First Floor Conference Room. They meet every other month.   

 

f. Air Service—Frontier is coming to Billings this May. Book your tickets now and get a discount. 

Go to FrontierAirlines.com. This additional carrier to the Denver Market will be helpful in 

controlling costs for our travelers. Allison will be headed to Arizona for meetings with our other 

air-service providers in March of 2019. In the meantime, remodeling/expansion of the airport 

continues with the design phase in full swing. Good progress—Allison and the Billings Chamber 

Air Service Taskforce. 

 

g. Space2Place—Micro projects that facilitate quality of place—work on the 2019 project 

solicitation with begin soon.  See Community Development section of this Report. 

 

  



Program Updates 

SBDC/BEAR/ROCK31 

New Business: 

• We are excited to announce that the Business Expansion and Retention (BEAR) mentor team is 

rolling together with the Rock31 brand.  

Rationale: The State-wide BEAR program and brand will no longer operate (funding was cut). We 

continued to use this brand and resource under the SBDC. We no longer see the need for the additional 

logo (that is not owned by BSED). It is confusing to clients as to what BEAR is.  

Structure: Kevin Scharfe and Lorene Hintz will co-manage/grow this volunteer team. Rock31 expert 

mentors will be listed on the new Rock31 website with their photo and expertise. The team will continue 

to hold a “monthly mentor meetup” to collaboratively offer insight, guidance, ideas, and mentorship for 

companies referred by all programs at BSED. The direction from the mentors will be provided to the 

client through Lorene and Kevin. Direct referrals to mentors will also be made through recommendations 

provided by BSED team members and by the mentors at the monthly meetup.  

Team activity:  

• Served 30 new and existing companies with technical assistance, training, loan packaging, and 

consulting.   

• Served on 11 community Board/Committee meetings. 

• Held 1 meetup for entrepreneurs focused on experience-based business models/ideas. 

• Held 2 outreach site visits.  

• Trained 14 pre-venture clients through our pre-business workshop.  

• Met with several commercial lenders on continued partnership with the program resources.  

• Submitted 3 nominees for the 2019 Small Business Administration awards.  

 

Ongoing projects: 

 

• Rock31 model development is underway by Kevin and the team. 

• Kevin is scheduling site visits (other successful co-working/incubation models and startup 

weekend events) in Boise and Colorado Springs for February.  

• Kinetic provided design and wire frames for the new website. Kevin is working with their team 

on a final design.  

• Kevin is forming the Advisory Council for Rock31.  

• Lorene (and team) held the SBDC Advisory Council meeting for the SBDC on January 30th. 

• The program workplan including a schedule of trainings is being developed for the next fiscal 

year.   

 

VBOC  

 

Outreach has been the focus of the VBOC’s activity in December and January.  In Billings, those efforts 

include:  

• Conference call with the entire Montana Small Business Development Center Network 

• Separate conversations with Montana and Wyoming SBA to partner on a major leadership 

training event in Billings (both states are excited to participate) 



• Meetings at MSU Billings with Montana Veterans Upward Bound and the new director of 

MSUB’s Military and Veterans Success Center 

• Introduction to the director of VetFran at the International Franchise Association and their efforts 

to promote franchise ownership opportunities for veterans 

• Coordination with new leadership at Bunker Labs-Bozeman 

• Hill Air Force Base Transition Assistance officer to coordinate a successful January B2B training 

without the SBA during the government shutdown.  Brian made this happen on January 16-17, 

delivering all 8 modules to more than 16 transitioning service members.   

• Meeting with the Director of Veteran Services at Montana State University in Bozeman.  Looking 

forward in the future to introducing small business opportunities to the hundreds of veterans 

attending MSU.   

 

BILLINGSWORKS 

January has been a productive month for BillingsWorks. Karen and Marcell attended Business Days at the 

Capital in Helena where Computer Science was a major workforce development topic. As such, the 

council is looking to connect the Yellowstone Tech Alliance (the new local tech sector partnership) with 

School District 2 to review the IT/Tech curriculum. Additionally, STEM Billings’ Adventure in Coding 

event will be looking to partner with The Alliance as well in hopes to get more industry connected with 

students in the field of Computer Science. The Better Off in Billings Talent Attraction Campaigned has 

gained a lot of ground after a productive meeting with Veep Marketing. The digital campaign will utilize 

geo-targeting via Facebook to “hit” single men and women ages 26-38 and/or men and women of this age 

range who recently changed their job status currently located in Minnesota. We are hoping to launch this 

campaign in February and look forward to the data we receive. Finally, the BillingsWorks Steering 

Committee met in January to share all the workforce development initiatives taking place in Yellowstone 

County. The list was large (yahoo!) but we highlighted the following: STEM Billings, College/Career 

Readiness in SD2, Inspire Your Future Job Fair, Work Based Learning Coordinator Pilot Position at the 

Career Center in partnership with Billings Job Service, JMG Sales and Customer Service Program, JMG 

High School Students running Rimrock Mall Kiosks, and the Better Off in Billings campaign.   

MEMBER INVESTOR/MARKETING/OUTREACH 

We have added two new Member Investors during January, VEEP Marketing and Historic Billings 

Depot. Both are actively involved in many of our programs.   

We had a very successful Member Investor Breakfast, with many of the comments around how well 

business is doing, however, finding enough talent is still a challenge.   

We delivered our annual Community Report in the Billings Gazette on Sunday, January 20th. We have 

additional copies at the office if you would like to give them to colleagues. 

Outreach is in full swing, with Marcell Bruski doing a great job in tracking and facilitating our team’s 

efforts with all business in our county.  Our first team outreach for the year was at Swanky Roots, an 

aquaponic system for growing lettuce and other greens.  Visit www.swankyroots.com  for more 

information.   

PTAC 

Since August 1st, MT PTAC clients (statewide) have been successful in winning $39,189,734 in federal, 

state and local contracts. Of that, $14,143,998 was awarded to clients of the Billings PTAC. Peaks to 

Plains Design has been a Billings PTAC client since 2006. The company recently received two contracts 

from Indian Health Services totaling $1,671,586 for design and installation of Xeriscape landscaping at its 

Crow Agency facility. PTAC alerted Denny Menholt Chevrolet to several State of Montana opportunities 

http://www.swankyroots.com/


and assisted the company with its response. The company was subsequently awarded two contracts, 

$1,000,879 for 2018 vehicles and $51,187 for a Suburban.   

BIG SKY FINANCE 

It’s been an interesting start to the new year with the federal government shutdown.  This has had 

somewhat of an impact on our SBA 504 lending.  As a result of the shutdown, we are not able to submit 

any loans for approval or submit any servicing actions on our existing loans.  Unfortunately, we have both 

situations occurring.  However, we are doing our best to minimize this impact on our borrowers and 

prospects.  We are open for business and continue to stay busy taking on new prospects, underwriting and 

preparing for when the shutdown ends. 

We did close on one SBA 504 loan in the month of January – Marketplace 3301.  Anticipated funding is 

in March, if the shutdown ends.  If you have not visited this business, I recommend you do so.  It is a 

wonderful antique mall located in downtown Billings with a wide variety of offerings.  Need a place to 

meet for a cup of coffee, they have a full-service coffee bar with seating for all to enjoy!    

Big Sky Finance held its annual Lender Appreciation event here in Billings to thank our commercial 

lenders for their continued partnership!  It was another great event with nearly 40 lenders in attendance!  

We are beginning interviews for our Loan Specialist position and have received some strong applicants.  

Lender trainings our under way and Brandon presented to Western Security Bank.  Jo Ann and Sherry 

have been helping the team out in Helena at various legislative events! 

SBA 504 effective rates for the month of January dropped from the previous month:  25-year rate is 

4.88%, 20-year rate is 4.76% and 10-year rate is 5.06%.  These rates are fixed for the term of the loan 

providing borrowers with no interest rate risk! 

RECRUITMENT  

Recruitment has been focused on the OBSD work, getting the Economic Pulse Report complete, and 

working with three different companies. The call center company that we’ve discussed previously should 

be open by the 4th of February and will be ramping up on hiring. Additionally, we celebrated the entrance, 

once again, of Frontier Airlines to our market which comes after years of work with our air service 

partners to educate flight planners about the opportunities in Billings. We even had the opportunity to 

host a Frontier flight planner in Billings to help them better understand the market. 

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

The Lockwood TEDD expansion became official on December 18th.  The Lockwood TEDD Advisory 

Board met on December 19th in BSED’s Yellowstone Room and discussed the annual work plan for 

2019.  The report that needs to be sent to the Department of Revenue is being prepared. 

The Coulson Park Master Plan consultants are working with City of Billings staff to finalize the scope of 

work for the master plan.   

US EDA grant pre-application was submitted on December 13th.  On December 20th we receive verbal 

confirmation of approval to move forward with submitting a full application.  EDA is requesting the 

application be submitting by late February.   There are several documents required including a 

preliminary engineering report.  Staff is working on the required documents. 

Community Development is receiving multiple Brownfield assessment inquires and is currently working 

with property owners on the application process.   

Staff continues to work with the Yellowstone County Local Emergency Planning Committee (LEPC) on 

the spring Preparedness Conference set for April 2nd.   



Two new fuels reduction assessments and projects have been completed for the Yellowstone County 

Fuels Reduction program.   The grant closed on December 31st and the closeout process is being 

completed. 

The Coal Board met in Billings on December 20th.  Staff provided an update on the MSUB Science 

building project.   

The MOU between BSED,  the City of Billings and the BIRD is up for renewal.  We have reviewed the 

MOU and will be taking the agreement to the Board for approval.   

We continue to follow the proposed guidelines for the Federal Opportunity Zone program.   

 

Organizational/Policy Matters 

1. Future Facilities Taskforce – As noticed to the Board via email on January 28, 2019, a decision 

was made to step away from buying the Montana Paint Building. The cost estimate for the fit-out 

came back at $1.9 million, which was higher than our total project budget allowed. Even with a 

renegotiated purchase price, we still had a significant gap to make the budget work. Mark 

Qualman, who conducted the cost estimate, also spoke to structural risks (like load factors) that 

were unknown at this point but had high potential to increase costs. In addition, we learned the 

City would require a finished ceiling height in the basement that would require us to dig down the 

basement floor to meet code. Board Members from the Future Facility Taskforce and Opportunity 

Fund Committee, including the Board Chairs, met to review the analysis and made the decision to 

walk away from the purchase. At that meeting, guidance was given to continue with our plans to 

open a new RFP with the intent to purchase (as discussed at the Board meeting), continue to work 

towards an EDA Grant application, and to revisit our budget for purchasing a facility. A new RFP 

is being drafted and will be released after review with the Executive Committee on February 6th. 

The goal will be to expedite the RFP process in order to continue progress towards applying for 

the Federal EDA Grant.  

 

2. Ad Hoc Legislative Committee—Work in underway on the OBSD legislation, but so too is on the 

economic development tools that we use on a day-to-day basis. I testified on HB2—Department of 

Commerce Budget package that includes funding for our Small Business Development Center and 

the workforce training grant programs that we use for the expansion of our local businesses. Next 

week I expect to be in Helena again to testify on HB52—lifting the sunset on the 2019 suite of 

economic development tools. That bill is the top priority of the Montana Economic Developers 

Association (I am President of MEDA this year). I will brief the Ad Hoc Legislative Commitment 

in the weeks to come as we make progress on our legislative priorities for 2019. Stay tuned.  

 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

February 6 & 14, 2019 

 

 

 

Steve Arveschoug 

Executive Director 

 


