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Beginning in the spring of 2014, the Greater Fargo-
Moorhead Economic Development Corporation 
(GFMEDC) initiated a process to update the Cass-Clay 
County Economic Plan. Previously adopted in 2007, 
that Plan identified five components necessary to 
becoming a destination for high growth, high wage 
industries. Those components were:

• Core Knowledge Infrastructure

• Entrepreneurial Infrastructure

• Telecommunications Infrastructure

• Air Service

•  K-12 Science, Technology, Engineering and Math 
(STEM) Strategies

While each of these components remains key to the 
area’s overall economic competitiveness, changes 
have also occurred and progress made. As the 2015 
Cass-Clay Plan prepares to look ahead, current market 
conditions frame several key points. While the region 
is growing in population, it is not growing fast enough. 
There is a need to attract and grow talent in order 
to remain competitive. Employment and wages are 
increasing, but wages still lag the national average. 
There is a highly educated talent base with the 
capacity to innovate and start new businesses, but 
that opportunity may not be fully realized given limited 
access to risk capital. And finally, while the Fargo-

Moorhead region is gaining new recognition for its 
economic performance, employment opportunities and 
place-based assets, selling the region to new residents 
without any previous connection or experience to the 
region remains a challenge.

The 2015 Cass-Clay Plan recognizes that the next 
generation economic landscape for the Greater 
Fargo-Moorhead area is firmly rooted in a value-
based development model. Sustainable and quality 
investment is attracted to and thrives in communities 
that can provide the talent, environment, capital and 
knowledge assets that drive growth. Regions that base 
their competitiveness on cost alone will continue to 
struggle as global markets swing from boom to bust. 
The priorities identified in the 2015 Plan reflect this 
commitment and offer ways to address key economic 
challenges. 

As the lead economic development organization for 
Cass and Clay Counties, the GFMEDC is charged with 
understanding the overall economic priorities for the 
area and determining how best they can be addressed. 
The Cass-Clay plan is an opportunity to focus on what 
has been working, take on new tasks, and once again 
build on a solid foundation that has led to a more 
diversified and sustainable economic base. 
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Priority 1: Facilitate the Attraction of talent to the region
Action:  Develop a Brand/Message and Conduct Market Outreach on Behalf of the Region for Talent 

Attraction Purposes

Action:  Form a Locally Based Tech-Council to Demonstrate Depth/Scale of Existing Employment Base and 
Network Young Tech Professionals

Priority 2:  Encourage the Expansion and increase the Awareness of technical training, 

Higher Education, StEM Education and Associated Career opportunities
Action:  Promote the connection between K-12, Technical Training and Higher Education through targeted 

messaging related to career opportunities

Action:  Support the proposed expansion and community/industry use and integration of the NDSCS-Fargo 
technical training facility 

Action:  Ensure linkages to and representation of Cass-Clay economic priorities as part of the Valley 

Prosperity Partnership’s Working Group on Higher Education “Research Capacity and Relevancy.”

Priority 3: Advance an Advocacy Agenda and Communicate Economic impact
Action: Identify, Monitor and Advocate on Key Public Policy Issues

Action: Aggregate Impact Data and Communicate to Stakeholders

Priority 4:  Leverage Existing and Emerging regional industry Base and NDSU research and 

technology Park resources for Business retention, Expansion and Start-up
Action:  Continue to focus retention and expansion activities on proven higher-growth, higher-wage industries 

including Manufacturing, Bio-Health Services, IT Software, Environmental Professional Services and 
Research, Bio-Agriculture and Bio-Energy

Action:  Identify and convene core businesses and university assets related to emerging/converging market 
opportunities in the areas of Embedded Systems, Precision Agriculture and Unmanned Systems

Action:  Work to ensure a full review and (where feasible) the implementation of key recommendations 
contained in the NDSU Research and Technology Park Strategic Assessment Report (May 2014) is 
undertaken 

Priority 5:  Continue the Development of the region’s Entrepreneurial Eco-System
Action:  Continue to play a supporting and sponsorship role of key programmatic activities such as 1-Million 

Cups and the Emerging Prairie Organization

Action: Monitor New Business Start-up Trends, Identify and Address Gaps





FULL
REPORT



C
A

S
S

-C
L

A
Y

 E
C

O
N

O
M

IC
 P

L
A

N
N

IN
G

 I
N

IT
IA

T
IV

E
 •

 P
R

IO
R

IT
IE

S
 F

O
R

 T
H

E
 N

E
X

T
 G

E
N

E
R

A
T

IO
N

8

lookIng FoRwARd

Long-term economic planning initiatives provide a 
critical opportunity for community and economic 
development stakeholders to reflect upon economic 
conditions and collect new information and 
perspectives. It is a time to identify new market 
opportunities and trends that may require a different 
approach. It is also a chance time to reaffirm what 
many believe is happening in the economy is really 
happening and determine which activities currently 
underway are on track.

Beginning in the spring of 2014, the Greater Fargo 
Moorhead Economic Development Corporation 
(GFMEDC) initiated a process to update the Cass-
Clay Counties Economic Plan. Previously adopted in 
2007, that plan identified five components necessary 
to becoming a destination for high growth, high wage 
industries. Those components were:

•  Core Knowledge Infrastructure

•  Entrepreneurial Infrastructure

•  Telecommunications Infrastructure

•  Air Service

•  K-12 Science, Technology, Engineering and Math 
(STEM) Strategies

While each of these components remains key to the 
area’s overall economic competitiveness, changes have 
also occurred and progress made. The Greater Fargo-
Moorhead economic area has realized overall positive 
employment and wage growth within key primary 
industry sectors. High valued educational and research 
assets have continued to expand, gaining greater national 
and global recognition. The resident population within 
the urban core of Fargo and Moorhead has continued 
to grow on the heels of significant new development 
projects and investment. The region’s commitment to 
improving its place-based assets and quality urban 
centers has helped to create the environment that 
attracts the talent that fuels both small business start-ups 
and competitive established firms alike. 

Yet national and global market dynamics have also 
presented significant threats to the region, including 
to its largest industry sector – Agriculture. A steady 
decrease in demand for sugar coupled with tensions in 
eastern European markets and diversion of rail-freight 
service from agricultural products towards the energy 
related markets has compounded the threat to one 
of the region’s key economic producers. No business 
or industry sector is ever truly insulated from market 
disruptions whatever their source. That is why it is 
important for communities and economic development 
stakeholders to recognize the challenges and work to 
diversify and expand new business opportunities.

The Cass-Clay plan recognizes that the next generation 
economic landscape for Greater Fargo-Moorhead is 
firmly rooted in a value-based development model. 
Sustainable and quality investment is attracted to and 
thrives in communities that can provide the talent, 
environment, capital and knowledge assets that drive 
growth. Regions that base their competitiveness on 
cost alone will continue to struggle as global markets 
swing from boom to bust. The priorities identified in the 
2015 plan reflect this commitment and offer ways to 
address key economic challenges. 

Those 5 priorities are:

1.  Facilitate the Attraction of Talent to the Region

2.  Encourage the Expansion and Increase the 
Awareness of Technical Training, STEM Education 
and Associated Career Opportunities

3.  Advance an Advocacy Agenda and Communicate 
Economic Impact

4.  Leverage Existing and Emerging Regional Industry 
Base for Business Retention, Expansion and Start-ups

5.  Continue the Development of the Region’s 
Entrepreneurial Eco-System

The Cass-Clay plan is an opportunity to focus on what 
has been working, take on new tasks, and once again 
build on a solid foundation that has led to a more 
diversified and sustainable economic base. 
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pREpARATIon And RESoURCES

As the lead economic development organization for 
Cass and Clay Counties, the Greater Fargo-Moorhead 
Economic Development Corporation (GFMEDC) is 
charged with understanding the overall economic 
priorities for the area and determining how best they 
can be addressed. The current mission of GFMEDC is 
to grow and diversify economies in Cass County, North 
Dakota and Clay County, Minnesota, by attracting, 
retaining and expanding primary-sector businesses. 
A primary sector business is one that produces and/
or adds value to products and services, bringing new 
wealth into the community through the sale of those 
goods and services outside of the trade area. 

Over the past several years, GFMEDC has constructed 
an operational plan of work that has focused in several 
key areas.

grow Your own – More than 80 percent of all 
economic growth has resulted from existing 
businesses. GFMEDC has directed much of its 
resources and expertise to ensuring the growth and 
expansion of the market area’s exiting primary sector 
companies.

workforce: Recruit. Retain. develop. – There remains 
a strong recognition of the need and importance 
in both attracting and developing human capital. 
GFMEDC has developed outreach and initiatives 
to serve all levels of the talent development and 
recruitment continuum.

Raising Awareness – The Cass-Clay region has 
increasingly been recognized as a top location to 
live and operate a business. GFMEDC staff dedicates 
considerable time and resources to tell that story 
through data analysis, public speaking, and media 
outreach.

nurturing Ideas – Most of the now established and 
larger businesses in Cass and Clay Counties were 
home grown. GFMEDC allocates financial and staff 
resources to sponsor events and programs such as 
Start-up Weekends and Health Pitch, all of which help 
to grow the entrepreneurial community. 

It is important that the 2015 Cass-Clay Economic Plan 
build upon and helps to inform this existing menu of 
programs and services. This planning process gave 
attention to what is currently underway at GFMEDC and 
how the stakeholder feedback and independent research 
reaffirms, redirects or adds to the existing plan of work. 

ThE STUdY pRoCESS

GFMEDC launched the planning process in the spring 
of 2014. Fourth Economy Consulting, a Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania based economic development 
consultancy, was engaged to facilitate and guide the 
plan development. In May of 2014, Fourth Economy 
completed a regional economic development action 
agenda for the Valley Prosperity Partnership (VPP) – an 
industry-led economic development partnership. 

Through the VPP experience, Fourth Economy 
was well positioned to reference and supplement 
that foundational research and data collection to 
help inform the Cass-Clay study process. Extensive 
stakeholder outreach was conducted in both in Fargo 
and Grand Forks. More than 50 individual interviews 
and 12 stakeholder workshops were facilitated. Care 
was taken to review that information and findings to 
determine what was most applicable to the Cass-Clay 
economic area and how local priorities may intersect 
and support the regional agenda.

It is clear that significant alignment exists between the 
Cass-Clay economic priorities and those reflected in the 
regional agenda. It will be important for the GFMEDC to 
continue to engage to advance the VPP agenda.

In addition to this regional research base, Fourth 
Economy conducted several stakeholder interviews, 
administered a survey and performed a cluster 
analysis unique to the Cass-Clay economic area. Sixty-
six business and educational leaders responded to 
an online survey and 16 individual interviews were 
conducted with industry representatives, university 
officials and the airport management. All data related 
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to the cluster analysis and a full report of the survey 
results have been provided to the GFMEDC for future 
reference. 

2014 pRojECT TIMElInE:

•  May: A meeting with the GFMEDC Board to gain an 
understanding of each member’s current economic 
priorities

•  May: Individual meetings held with each GFMEDC 
staff member to gain understanding of staff roles, 
work plan responsibilities and recent history on 
program development and service offerings

•  May – july: Data collection and industry cluster 
analysis performed

•  july – September: Stakeholder interviews with key 
industry representatives

•  September – october: Review with GFMEDC staff 
and management initial priorities and report/plan 
structure 

• november: Prepare, review, edit draft plan

• december: Approve final plan

whERE wE’VE BEEn: 
ThE CURREnT MARkET ConTEXT

In order to effectively frame the Cass-Clay economic 
plan, it is useful to consider the priorities and proposed 
actions within the current market context. Many 
factors drive the regional market. They can also help 
reveal where there are key strengths, capacity and 
impediments to growth. Stakeholders can then think 
critically about the steps needed to address those 
shortfalls. [NOTE: Unless otherwise referenced, all 
wage, industry and population data was sourced 
through the U.S. Cluster Mapping Project. More 
information can be found at www.clustermapping.us.]

The Market Area

Cass and Clay Counties are part of the Fargo-Moorhead 
Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA). This economic area 
covers two states - North Dakota and Minnesota. The 
cities of Fargo and Moorhead are the center for both jobs 

and residents. More than 80 percent of those employed 
in the Fargo-Moorhead area also live in Fargo-Moorhead. 
The map from the U.S. Census Bureau below illustrates 
the density of primary jobs for the Fargo-Moorhead MSA 
(2011). Stakeholders pointed out the labor-shed for Cass-
Clay extends far beyond the primary jobs center. It is not 
uncommon for workers to drive from more than 1 hour 
away to work, which can cover between 60 to 75 miles 
given the topography and road infrastructure.

population 

While the previous economic plan projected that 
Cass-Clay would realize negative net-in-migration in 
future years, the area has actually realized a positive 
net new domestic residents (as a percent of the total 
population) in recent years. Between 2001 and 2013, 
the Fargo-Moorhead MSA domestic in-migration 
increased by 1.94 percent.

Although statistics and stakeholders affirm that the 
area is not attracting enough people to meet current 
employment demand, the area has been experiencing a 
positive growth in overall population. This includes the 
highly educated and younger residents. Between 1998 
and 2013, the MSA has realized an overall growth rate of 
just-under 2 percent with an estimated total population 
of 223,490. Yet the growth rate of college age residents 
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(18 to 24) and younger adults (25 to 44) grew by 16 
percent and 28 percent respectively – ahead of the U.S. 
rate of 10 percent and 26 percent for the same cohorts.

The USA Today reported that Fargo ranks as a top 10 
Millennial-Magnet City when comparing to the U.S. 
ratio for the age cohort of 20 to 29 for every 100 
teens. Millennials increasingly represent the talent 
pipeline for businesses and have demonstrated a strong 
entrepreneurial tendency to start new firms. 

This trend could have many positive implications for the 
area, not just in terms of establishing a talent pipeline, 
but also more independent small businesses. The 
“freelancer” movement is one being driven both by older 
professionals and Millennials alike. The Freelancers Union 
projects that “freelancers, independent contractors 
and temp workers are on their way to making up 
the majority of the U.S. labor force. They number 42 
million, or one-third of all workers in the nation. That 
figure is expected to rise to 40% — some 60 million 
people — by the end of the decade.” Spurred by 
corporate downsizings or personal life preferences 
have led many to “go out on their own” preferring to 
remain an independent consultant to many clients. For 
the Millennials there are additional drivers such as the 
recognition that they can work anywhere and tend to be 

less focused on wage and more focused on corporate 
values and impact. The Freelancer Union again highlights 
a recent survey from the freelancer hiring hub Elance-
oDesk found an overwhelming 89 percent of freelancers 
prefer work flexibility to a traditional corporate career. 
Almost half of Millennials prioritize job flexibility over 
pay, according to a national survey conducted last year 
by Millennial Branding, a research and consulting firm, 
and Beyond.com, a career advisory website.

Different economic development strategies and 
performance measures will likely need to be developed 
given these trends. Some to consider include:

•  job Count: More established companies may be 
more likely to hire temporary contractors rather than 
expand their full-time-employment (FTE) job count. 

•  new Establishments: Tracking new businesses may be 
more difficult if the freelancers remain independent 
contractors, receiving 1099 tax form income.

•  office Space: The need for traditional style office 
space may be supplemented (and is in many cases) 
for more flexible “week to week” leasing models to 
accommodate temporary teaming ramp up periods.

•  output: Productivity measures may begin to rise, 
without evidence of major capital improvements 
and expenditures. 

The freelancer trend and its impact should be 
monitored by the GFMEDC on behalf of Cass-Clay 
stakeholders and thought given to how they may 
influence the overall economic trends and opportunities 
within the market area.

“Freelancers…are thriving in this new marketplace, 
creating powerful new platforms for working and 
living — co-ops, credit unions, community health 
and wellness centers — tailor-made for millennial 
technology and the 21st century economy. The Era 
of Big Work is indeed over, and good riddance. 
Welcome to the Era of Meaningful Independence.”

Sarah Horowitz – The Freelancers Union

MiLLENNiAL MAGNEtS
Some cities have become strong magnets for young adults. For cities over 100,000 people, 
ration shows the number of people ages 20-29 for every 100 teens. U.S. ratio = 103 to 100.

  ToTAl 2012 pEoplE 20-29
 CITY popUlATIon pER 100 TEEnS

 Arlington, VA 209,077 344

 Cambridge, MA 105,026 303

 Alexandria, VA 140,337 284

 Gainesville, FL 124,981 241

 San Francisco, CA 807,755 239

 Seattle, WA 612,916 232

 Provo, UT 133,105 223

 Boston, MA 619,662 214

 Fargo, ND 106,005 210

 Madison, WI 234,586 210

(Post-College Towns Brim with Youth and Jobs – April 27, 2014)
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Employment

The previous plan also cautioned stakeholders of the 
potential for slower employment growth. While some 
primary sectors have been challenged in recent years, 
overall growth has remained positive. The employment 
growth rate for the Fargo-Moorhead MSA from 1998 
to 2012 was 1.97 percent, well ahead of the Nation’s 
growth of 0.57 percent for the same period. The area 
economy consistently ranks among the highest of 381 
metropolitan areas in vitality, according to Moody’s 
economy.com. Gains in income and employment 
consistently exceed the national average, and the 
region has one of the lowest unemployment rates in the 
nation. GFMEDC’s 2013 primary sector industry survey 
revealed an overall employment growth of four percent, 
or 569 net new jobs, since 2012. Capital investments 
were estimated at $80 million for the year.

This positive rate and opportunity for employment in 
the Fargo-Moorhead MSA is at the heart of many of the 
area’s economic challenges and priorities. The MSA has 
consistently had one of the lowest unemployment rates 
in the nation, most recently reported at 2.4 percent. 
Estimates of the regional workforce shortage range 
from 6,000 to 8,000 depending on the defined market 
area. The consensus is that this challenge will only be 
solved through a combination of skills training, talent 
retention and talent attraction.

wage growth

Wages are a key wealth indicator and economic 
performance factor. Competitive wages can help to 
attract talent and sustain regional economies. While 
wage growth for the Fargo-Moorhead MSA increased 
by just over 4 percent from 1998 to 2012, ahead of the 
Nation’s growth rate of just over 3 percent, the area’s 
average annual wage of $37,789 lags the national 
average of $47,000. While the Greater Fargo-Moorhead 
area can claim a lower cost of living in many key 
categories such as housing and utilities, the difference 

may not be considered enough by many to accept the 
lower pay scales. 

Innovation Capacity

A community’s capacity to innovate, generate new 
ideas and create new businesses around those ideas 
can be a critical economic driver. This is especially true 
when a key emphasis has been and continues to be 
on creating and expanding “Home Grown” business 
opportunities. Several key indicators help to inform on 
Greater Fargo-Moorhead’s innovation capacity. Labor 
Force Productivity of 3.82 percent for the MSA has far 
outpaced the national average of just over one percent 
between 1998 and 2013. The number of establishments 
for the MSA has grown by 1.5 percent since 1998, ahead 
of the national rate of just over 0.5 percent. Given the 
relatively smaller number of overall establishments in 
the MSA, the additional 1,199 establishments is notable.

With a strong college and university presence within the 
MSA, the region boasts a high percentage of advanced 
degree earners, with more than 35 percent of the 
population over the age of 25 obtaining a bachelor’s 
degree or higher. The downside is that venture capital 
has become scarce in recent years. The amount of 
venture capital invested per $10,000 of the MSA’s 
GDP fell by 34 percent since 2007. While many areas 
experienced contractions in investment dollars during 
the recession of 2008 to 2010, many have experienced 
a rebound in recent years. This has not been the case 
for the Fargo-Moorhead MSA. Without investment or 
risk capital to fuel the new ideas, most will not advance 
through the commercialization process.

national Recognition

Finally, it is useful to gain a sense of how the nation 
is viewing the Greater Fargo-Moorhead region. It has 
already been noted that Fargo is considered a high 
performer in attracting the Millenial cohort. Several 
additional accolades have been collected, many of 
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which are being promoted by the GFMEDC as part of 
their overall marketing and communications platforms.

•  #2 overall among mid-sized metros by Area 
Development Leading Locations, June 2013

•  #2 in Forbes Best Small Places for Business and 
Careers, August 2013

•  #12 in American Institute for Economic Research 
ranking of the Top College Towns & Cities with 
populations below 250,000, 2012-2013

•  #5 Milken Institute Best Performing Cities Index, 
2013. 

• #3 Fastest Growing Cities by NerdWallet.com

•  #5 Top Cities for Economic Growth, Area 
Development, June 2012

•  #2 in Forbes Best Places for Business and Careers, 
April 2012 

•  #1 city in North Dakota for entrepreneurial start-ups, 
according to Business Week

Given the planning priority to expand the talent-base 
and a focus on entrepreneurial creation and output, it 
is useful to track who has conducted the ranking and 
the methodology they employ to do so. Beyond the 
“feel good” nature of these results, rankings can offer 
additional data points and indicators that can inform 
the economic plan’s priorities and tactics. They should 
be reviewed regularly and analyzed to determine how 
best the information can be operationalized. 

whERE wE ARE goIng: ThE pRIoRITIES

As the Cass-Clay plan prepares to look ahead, the 
market context that surrounds the plan tells us some 
key points. While the region is growing in population, 
it is not growing fast enough. There is a need to 
attract and grow talent in order to remain competitive. 
Employment and wages are increasing, but wages still 
lag the national average. There is a highly educated 
talent base with the capacity to innovate and start 
new businesses, but that opportunity may not be 
fully realized given limited access to risk capital. And 
finally, while the Fargo-Moorhead region is gaining new 

recognition for its economic performance, employment 
opportunities and place-based assets, selling the region 
to new residents without any previous connection or 
experience to the region remains a challenge.

All of these points align with the stakeholder interviews 
and the survey findings. While there is strong recognition 
of the positive work GFMEDC is doing on behalf of the 
region’s residents and businesses, there is also a sense of 
urgency that without attracting and growing a talented 
workforce, the region risks impeding the growth of its 
existing industry base. In short, stakeholder sentiment 
was that the GFMEDC, as the area’s primary economic 
development intermediary, should keep doing what they 
are doing but apply even more attention and resources 
towards the priorities identified in this economic plan. 
In some cases these can be accomplished through 
the GFMEDC directly while at other times through 
partnerships and participation in larger coalitions.

While this plan could have listed many goals and 
objectives for GFMEDC to consider, Fourth Economy 
endeavored to challenge survey and interviewees to be 
specific in their responses and prioritize the key issues. 
A plan is most effective when it balances aspiration 
objectives with a realistic possibility for performance. 
This plan focuses on the top priorities while considering 
the ability for the GFMEDC to apply valued tactical 
responses and resources necessary to accomplish the 
goals within a 5-year time frame.

Many activities currently underway within GFMEDC plan 
of work can support these priorities. The consultants 
have reviewed that plan included a “work plan 
alignment section” within this document, highlighting 
current work plan items that supports the various 
priorities. The following sections outline those priorities 
and offer actions that GFMEDC and its stakeholders can 
consider as part of the updated Cass-Clay plan.





FACiLitAtE tHE AttrACtioN 
oF tALENt to tHE rEGioN

ACTIon: 
dEVElop A BRAnd/MESSAgE 
And CondUCT MARkET 
oUTREACh on BEhAlF oF 
ThE REgIon FoR TAlEnT 
ATTRACTIon pURpoSES

ACTIon: 
FoRM A loCAllY BASEd TECh-
CoUnCIl To dEMonSTRATE 
dEpTh/SCAlE oF EXISTIng 
EMploYMEnT BASE And 
nETwoRk YoUng TECh 
pRoFESSIonAlS
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Human capital fuels innovation, competitive businesses 
and vibrant communities. It is the common thread 
that supports all aspects of economic development. 
Regions that are unable to retain and attract this 
fundamental ingredient for growth, will find it very 
challenging to remain competitive. The data supports 
and stakeholders recognize the attraction of talented, 
skilled workforce at all levels as the highest priority for 
Cass and Clay Counties. Ninety-five percent of survey 
respondents are supportive of an increased focus on 
attracting talent to the Greater Fargo-Moorhead region. 

This is also a statewide priority. The North Dakota 
Department of Commerce (NDDC) estimates that 
25,000 jobs are currently open across North Dakota 
with an expectation to add 76,000 jobs between 2010 
and 2020. Over 60 percent of all current job openings 
exist outside the oil and gas counties with Fargo having 
the most job openings in the state outside of Bismarck 
(source NDDC).

Attraction from outside the region must be the focus 
as the talent pipeline being developed through the 
post secondary institutions will not be able to meet 
the demand – even if all of that talent was captured 
and remained in the local market. “If we educated and 
retained all of our youth, we still wouldn’t have enough 
workers for the jobs that we have and will see. So 
we also look to talent outside the state,” noted Beth 
Zander, former director of Workforce Development at 
the state Department of Commerce.

This condition is likely to be compounded in the near 
future, as enrollment in mid-west and upper mid-west 

colleges and universities continues to decline. “The 
changes are occasioned by big demographic shifts. 
In the ‘90s, birth rates fell nationally. On top of that, 
lots of people migrated south and west. That all spells 
a decline in high school graduates in the Northeast 
and Midwest today,” said Brian Prescott, who directs 
research at the Western Interstate Commission for 
Higher Education.

“You can’t grow 18-year-olds or high school graduates 
in a laboratory,” Prescott says. The Commission 
estimates there’s been a 7 percent drop in high school 
grads in the middle of the country just over the past 
six years. Within the Fargo-Moorhead MSA, Minnesota 
State University Moorhead recently blamed changing 
demographics when it announced plans to eliminate 
several low-enrollment programs.

ACTIon: dEVElop BRAnd/MESSAgIng And 
CondUCT MARkET oUTREACh on BEhAlF oF ThE 
REgIon FoR TAlEnT ATTRACTIon pURpoSES

There is strong support for GFMEDC to play a role in 
not just marketing and advertising the region to the 
outside world, but to actively engage in a tactical 
outreach strategy and branding effort that appeals 

“The key issue for us is hiring talent. Finding 
good programmers is tough. I’d rather not see 
an environment where local companies are 
recruiting each others’ talent and find a way to 
bring more talent into the state.” 

Survey Respondent

  ClASS oF 2008 ClASS oF 2014  
 REgIon (ACTUAl) (pRojECTEd) % ChAngE

 MIDWEST 705,639 656,022 -7.0

  IL, IN, IA, KS, MI, 
MN, MO, NE, OH, WI

 NorTheAST 552,289 526,820 -4.6
  CT, Me, MA, Nh,
 NJ, NY, PA, rI, VT 

 SOUTH 1,031,773 1,051,890 2.0

 AL, AR, DE, DC, FL, 
 GA, KY, LA, MD, MS, 
 NC, OK, SC, TN, TX, 
 VA, WV

 WeST 711,636 700,086 -1.6
 AK, AZ, CA, Co, hI,
 MT, NV, NM, ND,
 or, SD, UT, WA, WY
Source: Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education.
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to the right constituency. It is also important that the 
messaging and branding not shy away from what Fargo 
is known for – the weather, the movie, the people. 
While the region may not ever appeal to all people, no 
area does. But the message about Fargo, its economic 
opportunity, its culture and unique attributes, needs be 
refined and communicated. There is a story to tell. The 
following steps should be considered: 

A.  Target Regional Ex-pats – The recruitment 
strategies for many exiting businesses target 
former residents and/or students. One company 
pointed out that “they represent your greatest 
opportunity to hear your message and respond 
offering the highest rate of RTF – return to Fargo.” 

B.  Build on the Fargo name and Make it Your own 
– The “Keep Austin Weird” slogan and Portland 
Oregon’s “Keep Portland Beered” (referencing its 
association with a larger concentration of craft 
breweries) were both cited as examples of non-
traditional slogans attempting to attract talent by 
appealing to the unique nature and character of their 
communities. The slogans are supported by “story-
telling” and testimonials featuring many aspects of 
life, living and doing business in the community. A 
good example of a local business leading the way 
in both selling Fargo to attracting talent is Myriad 
Mobile who developed a “Why Choose Fargo” 
campaign. Myriad Mobile should be included and 
referenced in any planning effort to determine how 
best to build and leverage this type of messaging. 
http://myriadmobile.com/why-choose-fargo/

C.  Coordinate with the Convention and Visitors 
Bureau and the Chamber of Commerce - Ensuring 
alignment and support with the Convention 
and Visitor’s bureau (CVB) and the Chamber 
is important. Understanding the process and 
background that has helped to inform the CVB 
branding and messaging can serve as a starting 
point. Ultimate ownership in the branding and 
outreach for talent attraction should also be 
determined, recognizing that the tactics and 
messaging for talent attraction are different from 
conferences and tourists – although tourism offers 
the opportunity to turn visitors into new residents 
and investors.

d.  Aggregate and Analyze data - This can be an 
important role for GFMEDC given its staff expertise 
and resources. Several industry stakeholders noted 
that they need assistance in determining where 
in the United States there are concentrations 
of former residents and students. Better 
understanding recruitment patterns through the 
university systems and surveying existing industry 
to determine which cities they draw talent from 
and if patterns exist within that data can be initial 
steps in helping to determine target locations and 
outreach strategies. GFMEDC should then report 
back to industry on this market intelligence.

Fargo is experiencing unprecedented growth 
and gaining national spotlight as one of the 
nation’s best places to live and work and one of 
the smartest cities in the nation.

So Fargo is clearly doing something right—and 
it has nothing to do with a woodchipper… It’s 
all about perception. Make a trip to Fargo and 
you might be shocked to hear fewer “don’t-cha-
knows” than you expected. Real-life Fargo is hardly 
similar to what you see on screen. But that’s how 
the world works. People form perceptions—and 
misconceptions—based on what they think they 
know (from the media or otherwise)…

How does Fargo do it? By recognizing the over-
the-top stereotypes of Fargoans and joining 
in on the joke. If you know there’s a common 
misconception about your brand out there, the 
best thing you can do is acknowledge it—then, 
show people why it’s not true.

The Huffington Post – July 3, 2014
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E.  Conduct Targeted Talent Attraction Missions 
- With the data in hand, GFMEDC, possibly in 
partnership with the CVB and the Chamber, 
should consider hosting expat networking events 
in targeted locations. Advertise in those target 
markets and leverage social media platforms to 
ensure awareness of the events. Encourage local 
industry to participate. Use these events as an 
opportunity to collect names, build a database and 
tell the Cass-Clay / Fargo-Moorhead story.

F.  Continue to Engage in and Support the Vpp 
Talent Attraction Agenda - All of the actions being 
taken through the VPP Talent Working Group will 
add value to and impact the Cass-Clay economic 
plan and agenda. This is especially true in the areas 
of workforce training and internships. GFMEDC, on 
behalf of Cass and Clay Counties, should continue 
to engage in the VPP Talent Working group to 
determine where there are applicable intersections 
between the local priorities and the regionally 
focused agenda.

ACTIon: FoRM A loCAllY BASEd TECh-CoUnCIl 
To dEMonSTRATE dEpTh/SCAlE oF EXISTIng 
EMploYMEnT BASE And nETwoRk YoUng TECh 
pRoFESSIonAlS

Several industry representatives noted that a key 
challenge for them and the market areas was 
conveying the depth and scale of existing employment 
opportunities within the Information Technology (IT), 
Software and Manufacturing firms who rely heavily on 
IT support and systems. Potential talent considering 
employment opportunities have greater confidence in 
agreeing to sign-on, if they feel there are enough lateral 
employment opportunities if they were to lose their 
job or simply seek a new option. While the technology 
sector is strong overall in Greater Fargo-Moorhead, 
there is no affinity group or clearinghouse where that 
story is being told. Creating a local technology council 
is one way to help address this concern.

A.  Identify Companies for Membership in Tech 
Council - With a globally recognized name, 
Microsoft may serve as a lead partner or charter 
member in this effort. While Microsoft represents 
one firm, their vendor network is extensive and 
accounts for approximately 800 employees over 
25 to 30 smaller firms. It is estimated that at least 
50 and 60 firms in the MSA are classified directly 
as IT Software/Communications sector firms. 
Many more are outside of this sector but have 
within them strong IT operational components and 
staffing needs.

B.  work with partner organizations such as the 
Chamber and Emerging prairie to determine 
Appropriate long-term Administrative Support 
Role for the Council - While the reasons for 
forming a tech council would support the mission 
of the GFMEDC, operating the technology council 
may not. Discussions/Coordination should take 
place with the Chamber and Emerging Prairie to 
determine the level of interest and capacity in 
these organizations in supporting and possibly 
managing its membership development and events 
programming. Given each of their missions and 
operational structures, there are likely pros/cons 
and possible programming intersections with 
each. Any third-party operational scenario could 
be represented as “powered-by” the GFMEDC, the 
Chamber, Emerging Prairie or other organization. 
Developing a new dedicated Tech Council 
organization is also a possibility. 

C.  leverage Existing programming and networking 
- There are several programming activities 
already taking place that have a technology and 
innovation focus. The tech council could serve as 
a clearinghouse for these types of events, and as 
resources permit, begin to build new technology 
related events and networking opportunities 
unique to and under the tech council banner. 
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oBjECtivE 3 WorkForCE AttrACtioN AND DEvELoPMENt tiMELiNE

Strategy A evaluate and execute a comprehensive national strategy to recruit new residents, including 
former residents, to alleviate workforce shortages in in-demand careers. 

2015

Tactic:  Implement a comprehensive strategy of promoting local job opportunities in Greater FM, 
including the promotion of the SmartMove website, to various audiences outside of the 
region.

Ongoing

Tactic:  Work with university alumni associations to implement a comprehensive strategy 
aimed at alumni, including promotion of the SmartMove website, to the alumni of local 
universities.

Ongoing

Strategy B Develop and implement an employee attraction and retention program. ongoing

Tactic:  Manage community tour program, provide packet of community information. Ongoing

Tactic: Develop and maintain the Ambassador Program.

Strategy C Work with local universities to develop and implement a campaign to retain university students 
to Fargo Moorhead. 

ongoing

Strategy e Work with local and regional organizations that focus on workforce development. ongoing

Tactic:  Utilize the workforce and manufacturing committees to understand and address 
workforce needs including shortages of key employers and industries.

Ongoing

Tactic: Engage manufacturing sector to participate in workforce development initiatives. Ongoing

Tactic: Convey identified needs to workforce council. Ongoing

Tactic: Maintain and build upon existing relationships with HR staff representing area employers. Ongoing

oBjECtivE 8 MArkEtiNG AND CoMMUNiCAtioNS tiMELiNE

Strategy A Utilize website as a marketing and communication tool.   ongoing

Tactic: Continue to review and update website content Ongoing

Tactic: Monitor and improve Search Engine Optimization (SEO) Ongoing

Strategy B Utilize social media to communicate with various target audiences

Strategy D Utilize the Marketing Committee to develop and implement unique marketing strategies and/or 
to provide support to current strategies

Strategy G Maintain, update and develop collateral material to support all objectives.  examples include 
quality of life DVD, quality of life brochure and student-focused brochure.

ongoing/ 
as needed

2015 gFMEdC woRk plAn AlIgnMEnT 





ENCoUrAGE tHE ExPANSioN 

AND iNCrEASE tHE AWArENESS 
oF tECHNiCAL trAiNiNG, 

HiGHEr EDUCAtioN, 
StEM EDUCAtioN AND ASSoCiAtED 

CArEEr oPPortUNitiES

ACTIon: 
pRoMoTE ThE ConnECTIon 
BETwEEn k-12, TEChnICAl 
TRAInIng And hIghER 
EdUCATIon ThRoUgh 
TARgETEd MESSAgIng RElATEd 
To CAREER oppoRTUnITIES

ACTIon: 
SUppoRT ThE pRopoSEd 
EXpAnSIon And CoMMUnITY/
IndUSTRY USE And 
InTEgRATIon oF ThE 
ndSCS-FARgo TEChnICAl 
TRAInIng FACIlITY

ACTIon:
EnSURE lInkAgES To, And 
REpRESEnTATIon oF CASS-
ClAY EConoMIC pRIoRITIES 
AS pART oF ThE VAllEY 
pRoSpERITY pARTnERShIp’S 
(Vpp) woRkIng gRoUp on 
hIghER EdUCATIon “RESEARCh 
CApACITY And RElEVAnCY.”
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Building upon the talent attraction priority, there 
is broad recognition of the need and importance 
of ensuring a long-term development of the local 
workforce as well. Specifically in the area of technical 
training and the creating awareness of the career 
pathways and opportunities technical skill development 
can provide. This includes both trade and STEM skills 
(Science, Technology, Engineering and Math).

The survey respondents and industry interviews called 
on the need for the Greater Fargo-Moorhead region 
to ensure an education system that educates all levels 
and not just tracks students only towards the university 
generally. They recognize that training in trades is also 
based on the STEM skills, and can represent critical 
pathways into a variety of occupations.

There is good reason for the Cass-Clay economic plan 
to suggest a focus on “middle-skill development” as 
solid pathway with much opportunity. The National 
Skills Coalition (NSC) note that “Middle-skill jobs, which 
require education beyond high school but not a four-
year degree, make up the largest part of America’s and 
North Dakota’s labor market. Key industries in North 
Dakota are unable to find enough sufficiently trained 
workers to fill these jobs.” 

Fifty-nine percent of all jobs in 2012 were middle-
skill. Demand for middle-skill jobs will remain strong 
between 2012-2022. 

The NSC points out that using the same categories 
of educational attainment and applying them to the 

long-term projections (2010 to 2020) reveals a similar 
picture. The top ten occupations that require less 
than a high school diploma totaled 31,290 openings, 
a high school diploma totaled 33,386 openings, an 
associate’s degree or some college totaled 12,133 
openings, a bachelor’s degree totaled 7,270 openings, 
and an advanced degree totaled 2,269 openings. These 
numbers further support the idea that North Dakota 
will need a highly skilled labor force in the future rather 
than a highly educated labor force. 

NSC also points out that there is also a perception 
issue, particularly when it comes to manufacturing 
jobs. Parents like the idea of manufacturing jobs and 
trade schools, but not for their own children. There’s 
still the idea that the jobs are low-paying and low-skill, 
when that’s often not the case. This is especially true 
in manufacturing that increasingly requires STEM skill 
sets where premiums are paid for those employees that 
demonstrated STEM proficiency. 

STEM
non-STEM

$100,000

$80,000

$60,000

$40,000

$20,000

$0
US

24%

Mn

17%

wI

15%

Sd

11%

nd

4%

MT

17%

ThE STEM pREMIUM
AVERAgE wEIghTEd MEdIAn wAgES And pERCEnT

dIFFEREnCE BETwEEn STEM And non-STEM oCCUpATIonS* 2012

*InClUdES oCCUpATIonS wITh TYpICAl EnTRY-lEVEl EdUCATIon oF AT lEAST A
BAChEloR’S dEgREE SoURCE: U.S. BlS, oCCUpATIonAl wAgE ESTIMATES

NortH DAkotA’S ForGottEN MiDDLE
Middle-skill jobs, which require education beyond high 
school but not a four-year degree, make up the largest 
part of America’s and North Dakota’s labor market. Key 
industries in North Dakota are unable to find enough 
sufficiently trained workers to fill these jobs.

Demand for Middle-Skill Jobs is Strong
Fifty-nine percent of all ND jobs in 2012 were middle-skill.

Source: NSC analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics 
Occupational Employment Statistics by State, May 2012.

16%
26%

59%

High-Skill

Middle-Skill

Low-Skill

Jobs by Skill Level, North Dakota, 2012
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ACTIon: pRoMoTE ThE ConnECTIon BETwEEn 
k-12, TEChnICAl And STEM TRAInIng And hIghER 
EdUCATIon ThRoUgh TARgETEd MESSAgIng 
RElATEd To CAREER oppoRTUnITIES

GFMEDC has already adopted several work plan items 
that recognize the importance of STEM and career 
pathways through technical training. Additional value 
can be gained by serving as both a data aggregator 
and communicator for these opportunities directly to 
the students and parents. 

A.  Aggregate the data - Work with both local 
workforce development agencies, training 
providers and national organizations such as 
NSC to assemble key data points on technical 
and STEM training opportunities, wage impacts 
and job openings. Prepare this data in an info-
graphic format for easy communication and 
understanding.

B.  outreach to parents and Students - A significant 
barrier to STEM and the skilled trades is the 
perception of the employment opportunities as 
lower paying and less desirable work environments. 
The data gathered should be communicated 
directly to parents with young students to ensure 
they are armed with an accurate understanding 
of the career opportunities and pathways. This 
outreach can be done either as the GFMEDC as 
a lead organization or in partnership with the 
training providers and employers. It is important 
that the message be delivered within the context 
of the region’s economic development strategy 
and conveys the opportunities available within the 
region. 

ACTIon: SUppoRT ThE pRopoSEd EXpAnSIon And 
CoMMUnITY/IndUSTRY USE And InTEgRATIon oF 
ThE ndSCS-FARgo TEChnICAl TRAInIng FACIlITY 

The North Dakota University System has submitted a 
$10 million capital funding request to the North Dakota 
Legislature for land acquisition for the proposed North 
Dakota State College of Science expansion project. This 
expansion will permit NDSCS to expand programming 
and curriculum to serve a growing student population 
and meet several key industry sector training demands 
to include the high demand, high wage sectors of 
Information Technology, Manufacturing, Healthcare 
and Finance. This expansion and future development 
of the building could serve as center of excellence 
and hub for technical training opportunities and STEM 
career options for students considering alternatives to 
or different pathways towards college and universities. 
NDSCS officials have gathered significant market and 
demand data to demonstrate the importance of this 
project and its impact to the Cass-Clay economies.

Case Study: “My State My life west Virginia” 

“My State. My Life.” is an education initiative 
created to inspire students to embrace the 
positive future that awaits them. Formed by 
the Governor’s Work Force Planning Council, 
“My State. My Life.” fosters awareness of the 
educational and career opportunities available 
to West Virginia’s young people, helps them 
establish goals, and shows them helpful 
pathways to reach these goals. Recognizing that 
there is no effective “one-size-fits-all” approach 
to education and career planning, “My State. My 
Life.” is a valuable tool by which students can 
find the education, certification or training that is 
most compatible with their talents, skill sets and 
career goals. http://www.mystatemylife.com
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A.  Advocate for Full Funding of the project - Several 
foundational activities have already been established 
between GFMEDC and NDSCS officials in support of 
this project. It is important that this continues with 
full attention and support being given to ensure its 
timely construction and online status.

B.  Ensure Industry and Community Engagement - 
Once operational GFMEDC should play a key role 
in ensuring industry and community awareness 
of and engagement in the training center 
through industry advisory committees, internship 
opportunities and K-12 career connection programs 
and outreach.

ACTIon: EnSURE lInkAgES To And 
REpRESEnTATIon oF CASS-ClAY EConoMIC 
pRIoRITIES AS pART oF ThE VAllEY pRoSpERITY 
pARTnERShIp’S (Vpp) woRkIng gRoUp on 
hIghER EdUCATIon “RESEARCh CApACITY And 
RElEVAnCY.” 

Recognizing that Cass-Clay is part of the regional 
“Valley Prosperity Partnership” action plan, it is 
important that Cass-Clay not only support that regional 
agenda, but also through that platform work to identify 
and enhance programs and opportunities unique to the 
Greater Fargo-Moorhead economy.  Fortunately many 
of the current objectives outlined by the VPP Research 
working group directly related and support most of 
the priorities outlined in the Cass-Clay plan to include 

a specific objective to further improve the ability of 
the region’s research organizations to commercialize 
technologies developed within the Valley, including 
removing policy and procedural barriers to 
commercializing intellectual property at the state’s 
research institutions. Generally there is a need both at 
the local and regional levels to raise the awareness of 
the critical role of research in building and sustaining a 
21st century economy. To affirm these regional linkages, 
it is important that the Cass-Clay Plan recognize the 
VPP Research Working Groups actions and provide 
support for their implementation:  They include:

•  Implement projects that are scalable and important 
for the entire Red River Valley Region

•  Identify opportunities relevant for the North 
Dakota 2015 legislature, the Legacy Fund and the 
Minnesota legislature

•  Identify catalytic projects or initiatives that have 
high impact in the region across several priority 
areas

•  Support the interests and aspirations of young 
scientists, technologists and entrepreneurs

•  Develop strong partnerships among and between 
the universities and business

•  Emphasize projects and initiatives that build on 
genuine competitive advantages in industries where 
we already excel

•  Focus on strategic, opportunistic initiatives that 
have measurable goals 
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oBjECtivE 3 WorkForCE AttrACtioN AND DEvELoPMENt tiMELiNE

Strategy D Become a national leader in STeM education reform and awareness. ongoing

Tactic:  Partner with STEM-focused organizations to support asset mapping of STEM activities 
and education at area schools and businesses.

Ongoing

Tactic: Participate in a plan for the coordinated delivery of STEM education activities. Ongoing

Tactic:  Support the Health, Tech & Trades Career Expo and discuss expanding this event to 
include other STEM-based careers.

Ongoing/
Annually

Tactic: Support Teachers in Industry and Professors in Industry internship programs Ongoing

Tactic: Partner with United Way and area schools to support Education That Works initiatives. Ongoing

oBjECtivE 5 BUiLD rEGioNAL CAPACity/iMPLEMENt CASS/CLAy ECoNoMiC StrAtEGy tiMELiNE

Strategy A Work with local universities to promote strategic hiring and program and curriculum alignment, 
to work toward being nationally renowned in the target technologies.

ongoing

Tactic:  Update as needed: course offerings at regional higher education institutions in the 
disciplines related to targeted technologies. 

Ongoing

Tactic:  Organize a group of internal and external experts to review course offerings and faculty 
expertise and identify gaps that can be filled by curriculum alignment and/or strategic 
hiring. 

2015 gFMEdC woRk plAn AlIgnMEnT 





ADvANCE AN ADvoCACy AGENDA AND 

CoMMUNiCAtE ECoNoMiC iMPACt

ACTIon: 
IdEnTIFY, MonIToR And 
AdVoCATE on kEY pUBlIC 
polICY ISSUES

ACTIon: 
AggREgATE IMpACT dATA 
And CoMMUnICATE To 
STAkEholdERS
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While the GFMEDC has historically advocated for 
business-friendly public policies and investment 
that ensures the safety and overall economic 
competitiveness for the Cass-Clay area, this planning 
process represented an opportunity to affirm 
GFMEDC’s role in those activities and identified the key 
issues that may inform a public policy agenda moving 
forward. Eighty-five percent of survey respondents 
agree or strongly agree that “Public Policy & Issue 
Advocacy” should be a priority for the Cass-Clay 
Economic Development Plan.

The completion of this plan coincides with the start of 
the 64th State Legislative Assembly Convening January 
2015. This is an especially important juncture. In 2009, 
the Legislative Assembly passed House Concurrent 
Resolution No. 3054, which placed the question of 
creating the Legacy Fund on the 2010 general election 
ballot. North Dakota voters approved the measure, 
which created a perpetual source of state revenue 
from the finite natural resources of oil and natural gas. 
Revenue from the oil boom presents an opportunity to 
fund infrastructure and other long-term investments. 
The fund has grown to $2 billion in April and is 
projected to have a balance of about $2.68 billion by 
January 2015. Some suggest that fund level will surpass 
that projection. A two-thirds vote of both houses of the 
Legislature will be required to spend any of the funds. 
No more than 15 percent can be spent per biennium. 
These new and growing funding sources can provide 
critical matching funds to address many key policy and 
infrastructure development issues going forward.

ACTIon: MonIToR And AdVoCATE on kEY 
ISSUES: 1) Flood ConTRol, 2) AIR SERVICE And 
pIloT ShoRTAgE, 3) FREIghT RAIl SERVICE, 4) 
IMMIgRATIon REFoRM, 5) BRoAdBAnd/dAkoTA 
FIBER InITIATIVE

1) Flood Control

Flooding has had catastrophic impacts on the Cass-
Clay economy, stressing agriculture, small businesses, 
damaging transportation networks and impeding 
housing development. There is consensus around what 
floods do to the economy, but tensions remain over the 
solution. The vast majority of stakeholders engaged 
as part of this planning update are in support of the 
Fargo-Moorhead diversion project. That project will 
establish permanent flood protection measures for 
the region. The current plan includes a 20,000 cubic 
feet per second, 36-mile long diversion channel with 
32,500 acres of upstream staging. It is estimated that 
the project would protect the local economy, which 
generates $4.35 billion in annual non-farming wages 
and over $2.77 billion in annual taxable sales along with 
$14 billion in property value. Securing the funds and 
bi-state support necessary to complete the diversion 
project and control the flooding has been identified as 
a public policy priority.

2) Air Service and pilot Shortage

The GFMEDC has been directly engaged in recent 
years working to expand air service to and from Fargo’s 
Hector International Airport. Those activities have 
produced results with increased service and decreasing 
fares. Hector International reports that passenger 
traffic (enplanements) in September 2014 was 33,487, 
an increase of 17.8 percent over a year ago. It was the 
busiest September on record and the 21st consecutive 
month of an enplanement record being set. Average 
fares have also declined from the 3rd highest in the 
country to the 62 highest in the country per the top 
200 domestic origin and destination passenger markets.
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An emerging issue that could impede the airport’s 
ability to grow its market reach is a pending pilot 
shortage. Ed Burkhardt, a senior flight instructor at the 
Minot Aero Center, said in a Washington Times story 
that “in the next 10 years, airlines will see large attrition 
as pilots reach retirement age. Replacements will come 
from the smaller regional airlines, which then will draw 
from the commuter or cargo airlines and so forth, down 
the line. It’s a big vacuum, going up the chain.” 

That sentiment was echoed by officials at Hector 
International who noted, “the current pilot shortage will 
impact service to small communities as contract carriers 
to the main line carriers struggle to fill pilot positions. 
Consolidation and mergers in the industry has left a 
few network carriers to work with expanded air service 
opportunities. A number of 50 seat regional jets are in 
the process of being parked. This will lead to the entry 
of slightly larger aircraft into most markets but it could 
ultimately reduce frequency in a number of markets.”

“The job outlook would be attractive to young people 
looking for a career but for the salaries. Aviation 
is costly to get into and starting wages for pilots 
interested in commercial airlines doesn’t always even hit 
$30,000 a year. There’s potential to garner significant 
salaries, but it takes time,” Burkhardt said.

Policy discussions should continue with local industry, 
the airport authority and the airlines to expand 
air service and frequency to key markets to such 
as Seattle, Atlanta and Detroit and examine the 
implications and preparations needed as a result of the 
pending pilot shortage.

3) Freight Rail Service

Industry stakeholders who rely on rail and those who 
do not, both recognized the implications that freight 
rail service has on local industry, especially agricultural 
production. Freight service that was once driven by 
agriculture production in North Dakota, especially the 
mid and eastern regions, are not be driven by energy 

producers. The demand for rail freight cargo for energy 
has increased due to exploration of the Bakken Shale. 
“Just five years ago, around 400,000 barrels of oil 
and gas were produced each day. Now it’s more than 
1 million barrels a day…’The oil production adds to the 
track congestion that was already there,” said Roger 
Johnson, president of the National Farmers Union in 
the September 2014 article. “You have to have public 
policy to force regulation,” said Johnson who added 
that looking into re-regulating the railroads might be an 
option because there’s such a lack of alternatives when 
it comes to choosing rail carriers. 

While this is a difficult issue and one not likely solved 
by Cass-Clay stakeholders alone, it is important for 
GFMEDC to engage in regional and national partnerships 
to determine the trajectory of the freight rail service 
within the region. It is critical that greater equity in 
service be provided to ensure that crop product can be 
delivered to its target markets and customers. 

4) Immigration Reform

Immigration reform has been raised within the broader 
regional VPP discussion, and is recognized by Cass-
Clay stakeholders as an important but longer-term 
policy item. It would require strong state and federal 
partnerships given where the policy changes would 
need to occur. This is the focus of much national debate 
and should be monitored by Cass-Clay Stakeholders 
through GFMEDC’s participation on the VPP.

5) Broadband Infrastructure 

It is a common recognition that broadband/IT 
communications infrastructure and access is equal to 
roads, air and water for the modern business. Ensuring 
the fastest, most reliable broadband is and should be 
a priority for Cass-Clay. Stakeholders cited the Dakota 
Fiber initiative as one that should be recognized within 
the Cass-Clay plan and advanced as part of an overall 
public policy agenda item.
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The Dakota Fiber is an initiative to promote low-cost, 
widely available, and ultra-high speed Internet access to 
Fargo-Moorhead and other communities in the state of 
North Dakota. Launched by local tech magnate Doug 
Burgum, the call to action was premised on the perfect 
storm of North Dakota’s substantial budget surplus, the 
relative ease of implementing infrastructure changes 
in a lower-population state, and the opportunity to 
bring cutting edge technology-focused businesses into 
North Dakota from states having substantial economic 
challenges. Burgum likened the opportunity that North 
Dakota currently faces to that of large companies 
at the peak of their performance, facing the option 
of either resting on their laurels or innovating and 
investing in the future.

Investments in expanded and higher speed broadband 
are continuing to be made in the region. In November 
2014, Midcontinent Communications unveiled a 
plan to bring gigabit Internet access to homes and 
businesses in hundreds of communities in South 
Dakota, North Dakota and Minnesota. The Midcontinent 
Gigabit Initiative will make gigabit speeds available to 
approximately 600,000 homes and 55,000 businesses 
along a high-capacity fiber network that covers more 
than 7,600 miles. This type of service expansion should 
continue to be encouraged and leveraged for new 
business investment and talent development.

A.  Form or participate on Existing working groups, 
Identify partners, and determine Appropriate 
Roles for gFMEdC - Within a public policy and 
advocacy committee, working groups should be 
formed around each of these key issues. Timelines 
should be established based on specific actions 
and objectives within each. These issues are 
multifaceted and have varying degrees of impact 
on the Cass-Clay market area. They will require 
teaming with partners at the local, regional and 
national levels. Those partners should be identified 
and steps taken on how best the Cass-Clay 
stakeholders can contribute to advancing the 
agenda item. GFMEDC should identify its specific 
role in each issue or actions within each agenda 
item – do they play a lead or support/monitor/
report role. GFMEDC should gain legal insights 
into the rules and regulations relating to the 
organization’s involvement in certain public policy 
advocacy versus lobbying activities.

ACTIon: AggREgATE IMpACT dATA And 
CoMMUnICATE To kEY STAkEholdERS

Stakeholders recognized that while GFMEDC would 
likely play a supporting and reporting role on many of 
the public policy issues, a lead activity that they can 
provide is in helping to translate what each issue means 
to the Cass-Clay area in terms of economic impact. 
This can be accomplished either through primary 
and secondary research or GFMEDC may engage 
consultants or academic teams to conduct a formal 
impact study. The impact information can help convey 
how each of the issues outlined in this plan impacts the 
local economy and communicate that information to 
key policy makers and constituencies.
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oBjECtivE 5 BUiLD rEGioNAL CAPACity/iMPLEMENt CASS/CLAy ECoNoMiC StrAtEGy tiMELiNE

Strategy C Continue to work with the Fargo Airport Authority to expand air service.  ongoing

Tactic: Continue to work on opening direct daily air service to Seattle, WA and Atlanta, GA. Ongoing

oBjECtivE 6 MoNitor AND rESEArCH LoCAL, NAtioNAL AND GLoBAL ECoNoMiC 
CoNDitioNS For PUrPoSES oF rEPortiNG, ForECAStiNG AND DEvELoPiNG 
rEGioNAL ECoNoMiC StrAtEGy

tiMELiNE

Strategy A Maintain community intelligence including key areas of real estate, demographics, labor 
market, infrastructure and economic base/profile.

ongoing/
monthly

Strategy B Provide (as needed) competitor city intelligence, including cost of doing business assessment, 
for comparative analysis, in target industries. 

ongoing

Strategy C Maintain economic indicator series. ongoing

Strategy D Continue participation in C2er Cost of Living Survey. ongoing

oBjECtivE 8 MArkEtiNG AND CoMMUNiCAtioNS tiMELiNE

Strategy F Implement legislative relations activities. ongoing

oBjECtivE 10 iNFLUENCE StAtE ECoNoMiC DEvELoPMENt PoLiCy tiMELiNE

Strategy A Communicate, and provide testimony to the Minnesota and North Dakota legislatures 
regarding economic development, when requested.

ongoing

Strategy B Develop a legislative agenda for economic development policy in Minnesota and North Dakota. ongoing

Strategy C Be a leader in the development of legislation that will advance our region with globally 
competitive programs and infrastructure.  

ongoing

Strategy D Work with partner economic development organizations to support legislation that enhances 
economic growth.

ongoing

2015 gFMEdC woRk plAn AlIgnMEnT 





LEvErAGE ExiStiNG AND EMErGiNG 
rEGioNAL iNDUStry BASE 

For BUSiNESS rEtENtioN, 
ExPANSioN AND StArt-UP

ACTIon: 
ConTInUE To FoCUS RETEnTIon 
And EXpAnSIon ACTIVITIES 
on pRoVEn hIghER-gRowTh, 
hIghER-wAgE IndUSTRIES. ThEY 
InClUdE MAnUFACTURIng, BIo-
hEAlTh SERVICES, IT SoFTwARE, 
EnVIRonMEnTAl pRoFESSIonAl 
SERVICES And RESEARCh, BIo-
AgRICUlTURE And BIo-EnERgY

ACTIon: 
IdEnTIFY And ConVEnE CoRE 
BUSInESSES And UnIVERSITY 
ASSETS RElATEd To EMERgIng/
ConVERgIng MARkET 
oppoRTUnITIES In ThE AREAS oF 
EMBEddEd SYSTEMS, pRECISIon 
AgRICUlTURE And UnMAnnEd 
SYSTEMS CASS-ClAY

ACTIon:
woRk To EnSURE A FUll 
REVIEw And (whERE FEASIBlE) 
ThE IMplEMEnTATIon oF kEY 
RECoMMEndATIonS ConTAInEd 
In ThE ndSU RESEARCh And 
TEChnologY pARk STRATEgIC 
ASSESSMEnT REpoRT (MAY 2014) IS 
UndERTAkEn 
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Industry sector data can often be challenging to 
interpret and find meaning for tactical planning 
purposes. Businesses self report their sector 
classifications based on standardized definitions and, as 
a result, variations between the definition of the “sector 
a business may be classified within” and the “market 
they actually serve” can be significant. A software 
company may write code that targets the health 
services industry, while also providing value in the bio-
agricultural markets. This convergence or divergence 
of sectors and market opportunities compounds 
the data challenge. While the Cass-Clay encourages 
that attention be placed on both the sector data and 
the market opportunities that demonstrate both the 
capacity and potential for higher growth employment 
and wages.

An industry sector growth analysis was performed 
for the Greater Fargo-Moorhead MSA as part of this 
planning process. All supporting data were provided to 
the GFMEDC for future reference and planning. Across 
the various sectors analyzed there are four that stand 
out in the regional economy. The top four sectors and 
the reasons why include the following:

•  Bio-health Services – (The largest sector that is 
also generating significant job growth and paying 
higher wages).

•  IT Software/Communications – (This sector has 
a high location quotient (LQ), steady current and 
projected job growth, as well as higher wages 
and potential alignment with emerging/niche 
opportunities, such as Embedded Systems).

•  Bio-Energy – (A smaller sector, but with rapid 
growth potential and higher wages).

•  precision Agriculture – (Also a small sector, but 
with a high location quotient, strong growth 
potential and high wages).

The sections below provide both a traditional summary 
of the sector trends and summary based on the market 
opportunities these sectors may serve now or in the 
future. 

Traditional Industry Sector Analysis

Fourth Economy analyzed all six-digit NAICS industries 
in the region to identify which industries are driving 
overall growth. This type of data summary does not 
attempt to account for any unique assets or industry 
competencies that may exist within the Greater Fargo-
Moorhead area.

TABlE 1

  2014 2019 gRowTh gRowTh
   joBS joBS 2009-2014 2014-2019

 All Manufacturing  10,406   11,730  15.4% 12.7%

 Bio health Services  9,216   10,522  18.3% 14.2%

 IT Telecommunications  1,389   1,294  -15.1% -6.8%

 environmental
 Services & research  1,570   1,945  40.4% 23.9%

 Bio-Ag  4,640   4,971  22.4% 7.1%

 Bio-energy  1,428   1,804  47.8% 26.3%
Source: All data for these tables is sourced from the BLS and EMSI, with analysis 
by TPMA and Fourth Economy.

There is no proven standard for critical mass in an 
industry, but a good rule of thumb is that 30 to 50 
businesses are needed for a robust and sustainable 
cluster interactions. As a result the selection criteria for 
traditional clusters focused on those with more than 50 
establishments. These clusters are also paying above 
average wages.

TABlE 2

   2014 2014
   AVERAgE loCATIon
  ESTABlIShMEnTS wAgES QUoTIEnT

 All Manufacturing  263   $59,322   0.92 

 Bio health Services  156   $76,767   0.90 

 IT Telecommunications  56   $59,996   0.97 

 environmental
 Services & research  107   $78,648   0.82 

 Bio-Ag  212   $63,915   0.86 

 Bio-energy  90   $77,691   0.58 

None of these sectors has an LQ above 1.0. There are 
though substantial opportunities for growth in the 
clusters with LQs below 1.0 as the regional economy 
diversifies and becomes more like the U.S. economy. 
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The highest projected percentage growth from 2014 to 
2019 includes Bio-Energy and Environmental Services. 
Both are smaller sectors employing approximately 
1,500 in 2014.

Emerging Market or Niche Opportunities

Beyond the traditional NAICS information, it is also 
useful to consider how the traditional NAICS definitions 
may link or align with niche or emerging regional 
market opportunities. Regional market opportunities 
are revealed first by examining the NAICS cluster data 
and then determining what unique assets or resources 
exist to serve existing or emerging markets.

Regional assets can include (but are not limited to) 
core industry competencies (services/products/assets), 
natural resources or research assets. For instance, Cass 
and Clay Counties have a strong representation in the 
Information Technology, Manufacturing, Bio-Ag and 
Bio-Energy industry sectors. There are strong research 
capabilities at NDSU to support both “Big Data” and 
Agriculture. The region’s rich agricultural resources and 
relatively flat topography also differentiate Cass and 
Clay counties.

North Dakota’s oil and natural gas industry centered 
in the state’s western “Bakken” region also presents 
a niche opportunity for Cass-Clay businesses and 
research assets. Research and product development 
into new drilling techniques, advanced materials, well 
control and monitoring and geo-spatial mapping and 
information gathering are key market drivers that align 
with Cass-Clay industry competencies and research 
assets at NDSU.

The convergence of these factors point to unique 
market opportunities in which businesses within the 
Greater Fargo-Moorhead MSA may be currently serving 
and benefiting or could potentially serve given their 
core product line or service. They include IT-Software, 
Embedded Systems, Precision Agriculture and 
Unmanned Systems. 

These market opportunity areas have a minimum of 
30 establishments and as many as 143 establishments. 
Employment in these areas is all below 3,000 
employees in 2014. They pay above average wages and 
are projected to growth from 2014 to 2019.

TABlE 3

  joBS joBS gRowTh gRowTh
  2014 2019 2009-2014 2014-2019

 IT-Software  2,838   3,180  11.8% 12.1%

 embedded Systems  1,632   1,913  2.8% 17.2%

 Unmanned Systems  1,904   2,253  1.1% 18.3%

 Precision Agriculture  2,458   2,915  28.6% 18.6%

Three of these emerging clusters, IT Software, 
Embedded Systems, and Precision Agriculture, have 
location quotients above 1.0.

CASS-CLAY
ADVANTAGES

INDUSTRY
COMPETENCIES

BIG DATA/UNIVERSITY 
RESOURCES

TOPOGRAPHY/NATURAL 
RESOURCES

PRECISION
AGRICULTURE

EMBEDDED
SYSTEMS

IT/
SOFTWARE

UNMANNED
SYSTEMS
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TABlE 4

   2014 2014
  2013 AVERAgE loCATIon
  ESTABlIShMEnTS wAgES QUoTIEnT

 IT-Software 143  $90,429  1.96

 embedded Systems 103  $84,406  1.16

 Unmanned Systems 129  $92,103  0.67

 Precision Agriculture 34  $69,602  2.98

FIgURE 1

FIgURE 2

FIgURE 3

Ninety percent of survey respondents agree that 
the suggested market opportunities of Information 
Technology /Software Development, Embedded Systems, 
and Precision Agriculture are the most unique and 
impactful sector opportunities for the Greater Fargo-
Moorhead region. Fewer, but still a majority, 69 percent 
of survey respondents agreed that Unmanned Systems 
represented a market opportunity for the region.

ACTIon: ConTInUE To FoCUS RETEnTIon And 
EXpAnSIon ACTIVITIES on pRoVEn hIghER-
gRowTh, hIghER-wAgE IndUSTRIES. ThEY 
InClUdE MAnUFACTURIng, BIo-hEAlTh SERVICES, 
IT SoFTwARE, EnVIRonMEnTAl pRoFESSIonAl 
SERVICES And RESEARCh, BIo-AgRICUlTURE And 
BIo-EnERgY.

There is common recognition and understanding 
of industry sectors based on the NAICS codes and 
growth metrics. The sectors identified through this 
classification contribute to the foundational job and 
wage growth for the Greater Fargo-Moorhead MSA 
and should continue to be cultivated. There are also 
core assets in the region that align and support these 
sectors. 
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A.  The Cass-Clay plan encourages gFMEdC to 
continue to advance with their work plan items 
such as the business calling program, survey work 
and the facilitation of workforce related training 
grants and other resources that can be directed 
toward these primary sector businesses.

B.  gFMEdC should take steps to review its current 
mission and expand it beyond primary sector 
businesses. As sectors converge, many secondary 
sector businesses, such as distribution and data 
centers, directly support and add value to primary 
sector businesses. It is important to identify and 
determine the diverse types of businesses that 
are or should be within a regional market that 
could add value and help attract primary sector 
businesses.  This should be a topic as part of 
a primary sector focus group and/or GFMEDC 
mission update discussion.

C.  Review ndSU phase I Research and Innovation 
Strategy (May 2014) prepared by Eva klein 
& Associates to determine where alignment 
exist between that report’s recommendations 
and strategy suggestions and the gFMEdC 
industry sector development objectives. That 
report recognizes that NDSU “now is one of 
108 universities that the Carnegie Foundation 
classifieds as Research University/Very High 
Research. In 2012, NDSU is ranked by NSF as 
128th of All Institutions. NDSU is now ranked 
15th among the 50 states in Agriculture research 
expenditures.” Many NDSU assets align with Cass-
Clay industry strengths such as the Center for 
Computationally Assisted Science and Technology 
(CCAST), the Department of Agricultural and 
Biosystems Engineering, the National Crop 
Institute and the Center for Nanoscale Science 
and Engineering (CNSE). Together these centers 
and resources add value to the development of 
both core and emerging sectors such as advanced 
manufacturing, precision agriculture, unmanned 
systems and information technology.

ACTIon: IdEnTIFY And ConVEnE BUSInESSES 
And UnIVERSITY ASSETS ThAT CAn SUppoRT 
And gRow EMERgIng/ConVERgIng MARkET 
oppoRTUnITIES In ThE AREAS oF EMBEddEd 
SYSTEMS, IT/BIg-dATA, pRECISIon AgRICUlTURE 
And UnMAnnEd SYSTEMS.

Beyond the traditional analysis and the primary 
sector businesses that fall within those definitions, 
it is recommended that GFMEDC along with key 
industry and university partners, work to cultivate new 
business opportunities and expansions within emerging 
opportunities unique to the market area. Survey 
respondents viewed GFMEDC’s role in supporting these 
opportunities as facilitating collaboration to support 
new business opportunities (74 percent of respondents) 
and marketing/promoting industry strengths and 
opportunities (53 percent of respondents). Based on 
the industry interviews and survey data, priority should 
be given to the development of market opportunities 
associated with 1) Embedded Systems, 2) IT/Big Data, 
and 3) Precision Agriculture.

Despite their growing use within the agriculture sector, 
4) Unmanned Systems was given a lesser priority. 
Several market concerns were cited to include an 
unknown regulatory environment impacting the broad 
use of unmanned aerial devices (drones) and the 
degree to which the Grand Forks area – which recently 
received a national DOD UAS center for research and 
development designation – would complement or 
compete in this market space with the Greater Fargo-
Moorhead area.



C
A

S
S

-C
L

A
Y

 E
C

O
N

O
M

IC
 P

L
A

N
N

IN
G

 I
N

IT
IA

T
IV

E
 •

 P
R

IO
R

IT
IE

S
 F

O
R

 T
H

E
 N

E
X

T
 G

E
N

E
R

A
T

IO
N

38

Beyond these valid concerns, Unmanned Systems, 
which include both air or land based applications, does 
involve significant IT/software and embedded system 
componentry to drive the product development. Both 
of which are recognized as core industry and research 
strengths for Cass-Clay. At least one Fargo-based 
company is engaged in this market opportunity, which 
is estimated to be a $98 billion market. “Aerobotic 
Innovations, a small seven-man company built up of 
military pilots, software developers, and electrical 
engineers, has developed a game-changing software 
application called Botlink. Among other things, this 
app allows you to track your drone in real-time via 
radio signal and creates a visual map using the Cloud 
showing other aircraft in the surrounding airspace.” 
(EmergingPrairie.com - 11/11/14)

A.  Form a “market opportunity advisory group” 
made up of at least one private sector firm and 
key university supporting resource representative 
aligned with the niche market opportunities. 
Member candidates should include Appareo 
Systems representing Imbedded Systems, 

John Deere representing Precision Agriculture, 
Microsoft representing IT/Big Data, and 
Aerobotic Innovations representing Unmanned 
Systems. The advisory group should also 
include a representative from NDSU’s Center for 
Computationally Assisted Science and Technology 
(CCAST) and NDSU’s Department of Agricultural 
and Biosystems Engineering.

B.  develop a market opportunity action agenda – 
Based on the feedback from the industry advisory 
group, a market opportunity action agenda 
should be developed which helps to identify 
additional businesses that either are currently 
providing a product or service within these 
niche market areas or could benefit from these 
markets. Information sessions (breakfasts, market 
opportunity roundtables, etc.) can be conducted 
to exchange information and identify the barriers 
and opportunities to growing these market areas, 
engaging existing industry or growing new niche 
sector companies. 

ACTIon: woRk To EnSURE A FUll REVIEw And 
(whERE FEASIBlE) ThE IMplEMEnTATIon oF kEY 
RECoMMEndATIonS ConTAInEd In ThE ndSU 
RESEARCh And TEChnologY pARk STRATEgIC 
ASSESSMEnT REpoRT (MAY 2014) IS UndERTAkEn

The NDSU Research and Technology Park is a high 
value economic development resource.  It has served 
to help create a bridge between basic research and 
the deployment of new technologies to the market.  
Beyond determining the degree of alignment that 
may exist between priorities outlined in the Cass-Clay 
economic plan and the assets at the NDSU technology 
park, the Cass-Clay plan also encourages that a full 
review and implementation of the park’s Strategic 
Assessment report (led by Eva Klein and Associates in 
May 2014) also be undertaken.  GFMEDC may lead this 
effort to determine how NDSU leadership is addressing 
those findings and recommendations and what 
resources (local or regional) should be or need to be 
leveraged to advance those findings. 

This is big. When it comes to research, scientists 
often generate oceans of data, which can 
create challenges to capture, store, analyze and 
understand. Standard computer systems cannot 
handle what is known as “big data”— high-
volume, high-velocity data sets that are often 
in the terabyte and soon will be in the petabyte 
range. The National Science Foundation, in a 
competitive grant process, has awarded North 
Dakota State University a $400,000 grant over 
three years to create a Data-Intensive Cyber 
infrastructure for Research and Education at 
NDSU, Fargo. 

Newswise.com (September 2012) 
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oBjECtivE 1 rEtAiN AND ExPAND ExiStiNG MAjor EMPLoyErS tiMELiNE

Strategy A Maintain visitation program for all primary-sector companies located in Cass and Clay 
Counties.

ongoing

Tactic:  Call on largest 100 primary sector employers annually; call on additional employers at 
least every other year or on an as-needed basis; utilize CRM system to track information 

Ongoing

Tactic:  Identify companies that are primary-sector; provide assistance to new and existing 
primary-sector companies. 

Ongoing

Tactic:  Facilitate access to state programs for primary-sector businesses, such as North Dakota 
New Jobs Training Program, PACE loans, tax credits, etc. 

Ongoing

Tactic:  Continue with outreach programming to provide information about EDC services and 
connect primary-sector companies to programs

Ongoing

Strategy B respond to situations where a company currently located in Cass or Clay County is 
considering relocation outside the metropolitan area.

ongoing

Strategy C respond to situations where an outside company is acquiring a Cass or Clay County business. ongoing

Strategy D Implement a corporate visitation plan for companies with headquarters outside of Cass and 
Clay County.

ongoing

oBjECtivE 2 AttrACt NEW BUSiNESSES to FArGo MoorHEAD 
AND HELP ENtrEPrENEUrS StArt NEW BUSiNESSES

tiMELiNE

Strategy A Attract business prospects by marketing the Greater Fargo Moorhead area as a location for 
the expansion or relocation of primary-sector companies on a targeted basis.

ongoing

Tactic:  Evaluate and develop a marketing strategy based on Fourth Economy’s Strategic Plan 
for 2015

Ongoing

Tactic:  Work with municipalities to develop and support their recruitment strategies. Ongoing

Tactic:  Maintain proposal and collateral materials. Ongoing

Strategy B respond to leads and requests for information. ongoing

Tactic:  Respond to leads generated by the North Dakota Department of Commerce and the 
Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development.

Ongoing

Tactic: Respond to all requests for information from prospective primary-sector businesses. Ongoing

Strategy C Facilitate access to state programs for new primary sector businesses.   ongoing

oBjECtivE 5 BUiLD rEGioNAL CAPACity/iMPLEMENt CASS/CLAy ECoNoMiC StrAtEGy tiMELiNE

Strategy B Pursue partnerships with national and international corporations, local, state and federal 
officials, and foundations to facilitate job creation and develop research institutions in target 
technologies.

ongoing

Tactic: Continue to foster strategic research initiatives between the universities and private 
sector, focusing on commercialization and partnerships.

Ongoing 

Tactic:  Hold meetings and industry sector summits with higher education and industry leaders 
to discuss strategies to develop talent to meet the needs of growing companies. 

Ongoing

2015 gFMEdC woRk plAn AlIgnMEnT 





CoNtiNUE tHE DEvELoPMENt 
oF tHE rEGioN’S ENtrEPrENEUriAL 

ECo-SyStEM

ACTIon: 
ConTInUE To plAY A 
SUppoRTIng And SponSoRShIp 
RolE oF kEY pRogRAMMATIC 
ACTIVITIES SUCh AS 1-MIllIon 
CUpS And ThE EMERgIng 
pRAIRIE oRgAnIzATIon

ACTIon: 
MonIToR nEw BUSInESS START-
Up TREndS, IdEnTIFY And 
AddRESS gApS
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The Cass-Clay economy has been built by home 
grown entrepreneurs. Ninety-one percent of survey 
respondents agree that supporting new business 
development remains a priority for the region and 
support GFMEDC acting as a liaison and convener to 
support the growth of the entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Forbes ranked Fargo #1 in 2014 as “The Best Small 
Places for Business and Careers.” The best small places 
are based on the 184 metro areas with populations less 
than 260,000 people. These accolades tell an important 
story for Greater Fargo-Moorhead, as small and new 
business start-ups remain the primary source for all job 
creation and economic development nationally. New 
businesses account for nearly all new net job creation 
and almost 20 percent of gross job creation.

The Kauffmann Foundation, the nation’s largest 
foundation focused on advancing entrepreneurial 
success, reports that, “when it comes to job-creating 
power, it is not the size of the business that matters 
as much as it is the age. New and young companies 
are the primary source of job creation in the American 
economy. Not only that, but these firms also contribute 
to economic dynamism by injecting competition into 
markets and spurring innovation…” 

North Dakota overall is demonstrating a higher 
performance rate in many key areas of the New 
Economy Index (NEI). The NEI is prepared by the by 
the Information Technology and Innovation Foundation 
(ITIF), a Washington, D.C.-based think tank, which ranks 
U.S. states on a number of new-economy attributes. 
Minnesota ranked 13th on the 2012 NEI recognized for 
its concentration of medical device and other high-tech 
firms in the state. While North Dakota placed 34th in 
the index, The Minneapolis Federal Reserve noted that 
score represents considerable progress over the past 
decade. In 2002, it placed fourth from last among U.S. 
states. Moreover, North Dakota has raised its score on 
several new economy indicators, including job creation 
and destruction, venture capital investment (although 
the state lost ground in this measure in 2012) and 
educational level of recent immigrants.

Snapshot: Home Grown Businesses 
John Deere Electronic Solutions 

Amity Technologies

Appareo Systems

Aerobotic Innovations

Discovery Benefits 
(Formerly Northern Capital Trust)

Amity Technology

BNG Holdings 

Myriad Mobile

Office Sign Company

Doosan/Bobcat Americas 

Border States Electric

Bell State Bank & Trust 

Case NH 

CI Sport 

Crary Industries

Great Plains Software 
(Purchased by Microsoft)

Corelink Administrative Solutions

Forum Communications

RDO

Sundog

Titan Machinery

Intelligent InSites

Evolution 1
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Stakeholders and survey respondents made it a point 
that while it was important to cultivate and assist new 
business start-ups, it is also important to “stay out of 
their way” as well. It is important for GFMEDC to strike 
a balance between supporting and offering resources, 
without changing the entrepreneurial eco-system that 
is developing organically and with the support of other 
organizations beyond GFMEDC. Within the start-up 
space, two key actions are recommended as part of the 
Cass-Clay Plan.

ACTIon: ConTInUE To plAY A SUppoRTIng And 
SponSoRShIp RolE oF kEY pRogRAMMATIC 
ACTIVITIES SUCh AS 1-MIllIon CUpS And ThE 
EMERgIng pRAIRIE oRgAnIzATIon

GFMEDC has been a sponsor and advocate of key 
programs and events that serve as catalysts for the 
entrepreneurial eco-system throughout the Greater 
Fargo-Moorhead MSA. Much of this activity is in 
partnership with Emerging Prairie, which has become 
recognized a lead convener and information sharing 
organization. These activities should be continued as 
they offer reflect the appropriate role for GFMEDC and 
add critical value to the overall Cass-Clay economy. The 
Kaufmann Foundation points out that “entrepreneurs 
operate largely at the local level, and regions are 
strengthened when entrepreneurs connect with one 

another. Programs created to help entrepreneurs 
should facilitate network formation, peer learning, and 
mentorships.”

ACTIon: MonIToR nEw BUSInESS START-Up 
TREndS, IdEnTIFY And AddRESS gApS

The Kaufmann Foundation points out that different 
types of entrepreneurs require different resources. A 
one-stop shop cannot serve all. Policymakers should 
consider gaps in the local ecosystem and ways in which 
different programs can be connected to each other. 
The rise of the independent contractor for instance will 
greatly influence many aspects of the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem. Through both the Cass-Clay planning effort 
and the region-wide Valley Prosperity Partnership, 
stakeholders identified two key areas where attention 
is needed to ensure the Greater Fargo-Moorhead MSA 
remains competitive for new business creation. The 

YEAR

2012

2010

2007

2002

OVERALL

34

36

37

47

JOB
CHURN

22

34

45

49

EDUCATED
IMMIGRANTS

3

1

18

NOT RANKED

VENTURE
CAPITAL

36

29

47

49

MOVIN’ ON UP: ND’S RANK ON NEW ECONOMY INDEX

Source: Information Technology and Innovation Foundation

Entrepreneurial Community and Exchange 

1 Million Cups Fargo

CULTIVATE.you

DSGNX Cropped

E-Commerce Breakfasts

Fargo 3D Printing, Makers, and Designers

Fargo Mobile Tech Meet-up

Fargo-Moorhead Content Strategy

FM Developers Group

Hackathon Fargo

Health Pitch Fargo

Midwest Mobile Summit

Red River Web Group

Startup Drinks

Startup Weekends

TEDxFargo

TEDxYouth@Fargo
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Cass-Clay plan encourages stakeholders and GFMEDC 
to monitor emerging business start-up trends and work 
to address new demands and gaps as they develop.  

A.  Ensure the Awareness and Availability of 
Incubator and Co-working Spaces for Start-up 
Businesses. The Cass-Clay Plan recognizes the 
need for flexible working space and incubator 
support for early stage companies. Co-working 
spaces are increasingly in demand by both start-
up and smaller more established companies. 
Promoting, connecting and ensuring key spaces 
and facilities such as CoCo, Fargo Start-up House, 
Lake Agassiz Development Group Business 
Incubator, NDSU Technology Incubator, and UND 
Center for Innovation, should be a key activity 
for GFMEDC. GFMEDC should work closely with 
developers to ensure that new office spaces are 
designed/developed to accommodate more 
flexible and open space working environments. 
Innovative leasing arrangements allowing for 
desk rentals supported by common space areas 
and services are growing in demand. Sites like 
Pivotdesk.com are making it easier for property 
owners and start-ups to connect, creating short-
term leasing options.

B.  Create/Provide access to additional venture/
risk capital sources for technology related start-
ups with a focus on local investment resources. 
Funding is the lifeblood of early stage innovations, 
ideas and the companies that are created to 
advance them. Stakeholders echoed this fact and 
encouraged the Cass-Clay Plan to make “access 
to capital,” especially locally sourced funding 
and companies, another action within the overall 
entrepreneurial focus. 

The VPP plan highlights that funding sources such 
as Research ND’s Venture Grants program, which 
helps move university-developed technology into the 
marketplace by to stimulating partnerships between 
North Dakota research universities and private sector 
businesses, is usually oversubscribed with demand 
outpacing the resources available. The New Economy 
Index noted that North Dakota’s overall ranking in Venture 
Funding (access and deployment of funds) has fallen in 
recent years - this after many years of steady growth.

There are several venture capital and investment sources 
currently being promoted within the local and regional 
market area. The Valley Angel Investment Fund, which 
is a member of the RAIN Source Capital Fund Network, 
is currently being promoted through the Emerging 
Prairie website. The Valley Fund is an angel investment 
group headquartered in Grand Forks, and through the 
multi-state RAIN Fund Network is a multi-state network 
is able to share prospective deals with the network to 
collectively raise capital. While Emerging Prairie has also 
listed the Fargo-Moorhead Angel Investment Fund as a 
source of funding, the fund appears to be fully funded 
and no longer active.

Arthur Ventures is a homegrown venture fund based 
in Fargo. Arthur Ventures is widely recognized as a 
group committed to supporting local entrepreneurs by 
providing capital to build businesses within the region’s 
high growth sectors. Several addition sources such as 
New Venture Capital Fund, Milestone Growth Fund, and 
Split Rock Partners are all listed as capital sources on the 

Businesses are dynamic. Real estate isn’t. 
PivotDesk enables businesses to grow fluidly 
within the static real estate infrastructure by 
connecting companies with excess space to 
companies that need it. Flexible agreements 
eliminate the risk of a long-term lease, allowing 
entrepreneurs to offset costs so they can 
focus on what’s most important—growing their 
business. 

Pivotdesk.com
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GFMEDC website. Each of these funds has either a state 
or national level focus for deal flow and investments.

While the Cass-Clay plan recommends the continued 
promotion and facilitation of these funding sources, 
continued efforts should be made to establishing/
coordinating a local network or roundtable of potential 
funding sources. These can include both high-net-
worth individuals interested in funding small businesses 
as well as established local or regional venture funds. 
Representatives from NDSU and Emerging Prairie 
should also be included to advise the group on 
potential investment opportunities and trends. While 
this group can remain informal or develop more formal 
operational structures, the model can allow for either 
individual participant investments to be made or for 
members to pool their investments and team on certain 

opportunities. GFMEDC’s Growth Initiative Fund (GIF) 
represents a potential source of loan or investment 
dollars within this context.

The Cass-Clay plan further recognizes the importance 
to stay engaged with the VPP action agenda in this 
area. Through GFMEDC’s participation and other 
stakeholders from the Greater Fargo-Moorhead area, 
efforts should continue to implement. The VPP has 
identified two action steps that align with this section 
of the Cass-Clay Plan 1) Establishing a “Proof-of-
Concept Fund” to do early-stage evaluations of the 
commercial feasibility of a new or improved technology, 
process or service that is invented and/or developed at 
a university, and 2) Supporting technology incubators 
that provide intensive entrepreneurial assistance, access 
to capital and state of-the-art incubation facilities. 

oBjECtivE 4 ENtrEPrENEUriAL SUPPort AND DEvELoPMENt tiMELiNE

Strategy A Support entrepreneurial infrastructure development. ongoing

Tactic:  Support CoCo Fargo co-working space with local programming and promoting 
utilization of the facility.

Ongoing

Tactic: Provide staff and office support to local entrepreneurial efforts. Ongoing

Tactic: Pursue funding sources at a local, state and federal level.  Ongoing

Strategy B Foster an environment for university/industry partnership and entrepreneurship by capitalizing 
on the economic development capacity of university faculty, researchers and students. 

ongoing

Tactic:  Continue to work with local universities to ensure the proper pathways exist for 
university faculty and students to partner with business and non-profit entities. 

Ongoing

Strategy C respond to situations where an outside company is acquiring a Cass or Clay County business. ongoing

Strategy D Implement a corporate visitation plan for companies with headquarters outside of Cass and 
Clay County.

ongoing

oBjECtivE 9 USE tHE GroWtH iNitiAtivE FUND to 
FUrtHEr tHE rEGioN’S ECoNoMiC DEvELoPMENt StrAtEGy

tiMELiNE

Strategy A Administer existing loan programs. ongoing

Strategy B explore potential new funding programs that promote business development and are 
supportive of the economic strategy of GFMeDC and Cass/Clay Counties. 

ongoing

2015 gFMEdC woRk plAn AlIgnMEnT 
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A very special thanks and recognition to the staff and Board of the Greater Fargo-Moorhead Economic Development 
Corporation for their continued efforts in helping to advance regional economic growth opportunities and 
investment. Appreciation is also extended to all survey respondents and stakeholders for providing their thoughts 
and guidance into the development of this plan.

gREATER FARgo-MooRhEAd EConoMIC dEVElopMEnT CoRpoRATIon BoARd oF dIRECToRS

Brad Schlossman 
Chair, West Acres 
Development President

Tammy Miller
Chair-elect, 
Border States Electric Supply CEO

jeff Volk
Treasurer, Moore 
Engineering President

Tom dawson
Secretary, Dawson Insurance President

Marshall Albright
At-Large Director, Cass Country 
Electric Cooperative VP Member and 
Energy Services

james Burgum
At-Large Director, 
Arthur Ventures Co-founder 
and Managing Partner

Tom Budan
Executive Committee, John Deere 
Electronic Solutions General Manager

Randy gerhold
Executive Committee, Microsoft Fargo 
R&D Site Leader

darrell Vanyo
Executive Committee, 
Cass County Commission

grant weyland
Executive Committee, 
Clay County Commission

 

Rich goldsbury
At-Large Director, Bobcat 
Americas President

judd graham
Executive Committee, Wells 
Fargo Community Bank President

Bryce johnson
At-Large Director, FM Homebuilders 
Association Executive Director

kelby krabbenhoft

At-Large Director, Sanford Health 
Systems President and CEO

Todd kumm
At-Large Director, Dakota Supply 
Group President & COO

denise Magness
At-Large Director, Warner & 
Company Executive Vice President & 
COO

Bill Marcil jr.
At-Large Director, Forum 
Communications Publisher

Martin purdy
At-Large Director, Caterpillar Reman 
Drivetrain Facilities Manager

Teresa warne
At-Large Director, American 
Crystal VP of Finance

dr. dean Bresciani
Agency Director, North Dakota State 
University President

 

kevin Campbell
Agency Director, 
Clay County Commission

dr. william Craft
Agency Director, 
Concordia President

dr. david Flowers
Community Director, West Fargo 
Public Schools Superintendent

lynne kovash
Community Director, Moorhead Public 
Schools Superintendent

dr. Tim Mahoney
Agency Director, 
Fargo City Commission

Rich Mattern
Agency Director, 
West Fargo City Commission

Brad Morris
Agency Director, 
Rural Representative

Chad peterson
Agency Director, 
Cass County Commissioner

dr. Anne Blackhurst
Agency Director, President, 
Minnesota State University, Moorhead

dr. jeffry Schatz
Community Director, 
Superintendent, Fargo Public Schools
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gREATER FARgo-MooRhEAd EConoMIC dEVElopMEnT CoRpoRATIon STAFF

james gartin
President

Tifanie gelinske
Vice President, Workforce 
Development

lisa gulland-nelson
Vice President, Marketing and Public 
Relations

libby larson
Finance and Office Manager

Missy Froeber
Administrative Assistant

john Machacek
Research and Business Information 
Manager

Mark Vaux
Executive Vice President, Business 
Development

Post College Towns’ Brim with Youth, Jobs (USA Today, 10/7/14)

http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2014/04/27/charleston-millennials-college-graduates-engineers/7969963/

Find the Good Life In North Dakota (ND Department of Commerce)

http://www.commerce.nd.gov/about/foundation/FindtheGoodLifeinNorthDakota/

Midwestern Colleges Have Fewer Kids to Tap (Marketplace.org, 7/28/14) 

http://www.marketplace.org/topics/education/learningcurve/midwestern-college-dilemma-fewer-local-kids-tap

North Dakota’s Forgotten Middle (NationalSkillsCoalition.org, 2014)

http://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/resources/publications/file/middle-skill-fact-sheets-2014/NSC-North-Dakota-MiddleSkillFS-2014.pdf 

North Dakota 5-Year Integrated State Workforce Plan (Jobsnd.com, 2012-2017)

http://www.jobsnd.com/sites/default/files/FiveYearIntegratedStateWorkforcePlan.pdf

Getting to the Root of STEM (FedGazette, 4/30/14)

http://www.minneapolisfed.org/publications_papers/pub_display.cfm?id=5302

An Explanation of North Dakota Funds (The Bismarck Tribune, 4/11/13)

http://bismarcktribune.com/news/local/govt-and-politics/an-explanation-of-north-dakota-funds/article_e3260b16-0135-11e3-bac5-0019bb2963f4.html 

ND Legacy Fund Exceeds $2 Billion (Prairie Business, 6/17/14)

http://www.prairiebizmag.com/event/article/id/19588/#sthash.LqcNKIfR.dpuf

Flood Weary Fargo, ND Lobbies for Permanent Fix (NPR.org, 4/28/13)

http://www.mprnews.org/story/2013/04/27/regional/red-river-diversion-project-still-under-debate 

RESoURCES
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Finding Long Term Solutions Together (Report) (llis.dhs.gov, 2009-2011)

https://www.llis.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/RedRiverBasin.pdf 

Every Boom State gets the Blues (New York Times, 6/26/11)

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/06/27/us/27flood.html?pagewanted=2&_r=1 

North Dakota Airports Prepare for Pilot Shortage (Washington Times, 9/7/14)

http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2014/sep/7/north-dakota-airports-prepare-for-pilot-shortage/#ixzz3Iz53LcKV

America, Say Good-bye to the Era of Big Work (LA Times, 8/25/14)

http://www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-horowitz-work-freelancers-20140826-story.html

Food or Fuel, The Railcar Shortage Conundrum (NBC News.com, 9/23/14)

http://www.nbcnews.com/business/economy/food-or-fuel-rail-car-shortage-conundrum-n209781

Targeted Immigration Seen by Some as Solution to ND’s Worker Shortage (Prairie Business, 7/14/14)

http://www.prairiebizmag.com/event/article/id/19958/#sthash.TwAZ6uhh.dpuf

Business Climate Bragging Rights (Site Selection Magazine, 10/14)

http://www.siteselection.com/issues/2014/sep/dakotas.cfm

NDSU “Big Data” Research Bolstered by National Science Foundation Award (eScience News, 9/14/12)

http://esciencenews.com/sources/newswise.scinews/2012/09/14/ndsu.big.data.research.bolstered.national.science.foundation.award

What Your Brand Can Learn from Fargo (Huffington Post, 7/3/14)

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/stephanie-schroeder/hat-your-brand-can-learn-_b_5552943.html

Fargo Start-up Develops Groundbreaking Drone Tech (Emerging Prairie, 11/11/14)

http://www.emergingprairie.com/fargo-startup-develops-groundbreaking-drone-tech/

The Best Small Places for Business and Career (Forbes.com, 7/23/14)

http://www.forbes.com/best-places-for-business/list/small/

Fargo Heads List of Best Small Cities for Business and Careers (Forbes.com, 8/7/14)

http://www.forbes.com/sites/kurtbadenhausen/2014/08/07/fargo-heads-list-of-best-small-cities-for-business-and-careers/

North Dakota: Rising Star of the New Economy (FedGazette.com, 1/31/13)

http://minneapolisfed.typepad.com/roundup/2013/01/the-notion-of-the-new-economy-has-garnered-a-lot-of-attention-over-the-past-decade-in-the-
view-of-some-state-economie.html#sthash.AfiwTKgl.dpuf
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Entrepreneurship Policy Digest: The Importance of Young Firms to Economic Growth (Kauffman.org, 9/25/14)

http://www.kauffman.org/~/media/kauffman_org/resources/2014/entrepreneurship%20policy%20digest%20september%202014/entrepreneurship_policy_
digest_september2014.pdf

Entrepreneurships Role in Economic Development (Kauffman.org, 6/11/14)

http://www.kauffman.org/what-we-do/resources/entrepreneurship-policy-digest/entrepreneurships-role-in-economic-development

Midcontinent Bringing Gigabit Internet Access to the Northern Plains (Midcontinent – November 14, 2014)

https://www.midcocomm.com/PressRoom/2014/midcontinent-bringing-gigabit-internet-access-to-the-northern-plains/

City of Fargo

City of Moorhead

Convention and Visitors Bureau

Emerging Prairie

Greater Fargo-Moorhead Chamber of Commerce

Greater Fargo-Moorhead Economic Development Corporation

Minnesota Department of Economic Development

North Dakota Office of Economic Development

North Dakota State University

US Cluster Mapping Project

Valley Prosperity Partnership

wEB lInkS

http://www.cityoffargo.com/
http://www.cityofmoorhead.com/
http://www.fargomoorhead.org/
http://www.emergingprairie.com/
http://www.fmwfchamber.com/
http://gfmedc.com/
http://mn.gov/deed/
http://www.business.nd.gov/
http://www.ndsu.edu/
http://www.clustermapping.us/
http://www.valleyprosperitypartnership.com/
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