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Fiscal Year 20 brought with it some of the 

biggest challenges and changes we’ve yet 

experienced—as an organization, and as a 

community. This past year has tested our 

capacity to pivot to address rapidly changing 

conditions without losing sight of our mission: 

to expand prosperity and improve quality of 

life in Missoula.

 

The COVID-19 pandemic brought with it 

unprecedented challenges, but we would be 

remiss in reflecting on our year if we didn’t 

also recognize the successes we’ve seen. In 

FY 20, we increased community engagement 

by hosting roundtables, business mixers, 

and other events. We saw Missoula County’s 

average wage rise above $20/hour for the 

first time ever. And when the pandemic hit, 

our team immediately pivoted and adapted 

to meet critical needs and mitigate the 

economic impacts of COVID-19 on our local 

business community.

 

As the board chair of the Missoula Economic 

Partnership, I want to thank each and every 

one of our investors for your contribution. 

Your investment enables our organization to 

do the work we do.

Letter from the  
Board Chair
Deborah Johnston

Vice President, Morrison-Maierle

We saw Missoula 
County’s average 
wage rise above 
$20/hour for the 
first time ever.
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Community leaders established the Missoula 

Economic Partnership ten years ago amidst a 

deep recession that caused large business 

closures, job losses, empty downtown storefronts, 

and a growing sense of uncertainty in Missoula’s 

economic future. The vision was for a partnership 

that could accelerate steady and diverse 

economic growth to create higher paying jobs 

and a more resilient economy when facing our 

next challenge.

 

In the decade since, our partnership surpassed 

our founding vision for high paying jobs in the 

county and for raising of our community’s 

average wage. We finished 2019 with the 

highest rate of job growth anywhere in Montana 

and escaped for the first time the title of “high 

poverty county”. And well before anyone could 

pause to celebrate, we faced a new challenge 

unlike any seen in a century.

 

Fortunately, this partnership was designed to face 

challenge, and COVID-19 was an opportunity to 

marshal every resource to support our community 

with navigating the early days of COVID and 

charting a path toward recovery. This annual 

report is a summary of our accomplishments, but 

also a tribute to the relentless commitment that 

people, businesses, government, and non-profits 

all made to supporting each other through this 

extraordinary time.

Letter from the CEO
Grant Kier 

CEO, Missoula Economic Partnership

Fortunately, 
this partnership 
was designed to 
face challenge, 
and COVID-19 
was an 
opportunity to 
marshal every 
resource to 
support our 
community...
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When Opportunity Zones were introduced 

as a tool to encourage private investment 

in low-income communities, MEP saw 

potential to spur innovative development in 

Missoula’s Opportunity Zone. We brought 

together technical experts and toured other 

communities to build knowledge and seek 

out successful development models. In the 

process, we established ourselves as a first 

line of contact for prospective investors 

in Missoula’s Opportunity Zone. We were 

introduced to an investor who wanted to 

explore using this tool to invest in a new 

project. While the introduction did not result 

in implementing the tax incentive, it led the 

investor to purchase existing real estate within 

the Opportunity Zone. Silixa, a fiber optics 

company with a small office in Missoula, was 

an established tenant looking to expand their 

team here. Silixa sought to create a number 

of high wage jobs that fit perfectly within the 

scope of the Big Sky Trust Fund Job Creation 

Grant Program. Our team worked with Silixa 

to successfully secure $25,000 in grant 

assistance for the creation of five new full-

time jobs.* What began as a conversation 

about a potential investment project turned 

into a connection that supported an existing 

company to create quality job opportunities 

for our community.

Connecting Business to Opportunity

SUPPORTING LOCAL COMPANIES

... a conversation about a potential investment project turned into a connection that 
supported an existing company to create quality job opportunities for our community.

FY20 HIGHLIGHTS

BIOSCIENCE CLUSTER AWARDED  
2ND YEAR SBA FUNDING

The Montana Bioscience Cluster Initiative,  

a program comprised of stakeholders 

from the private sector, UM, MEP, 

Montana Bioscience Alliance, Montana 

World Trade Center, and MonTEC, was 

awarded a second year of funding from  

the Small Business Administration.

WAGES RISE, POVERTY RATE FALLS

Missoula County’s average hourly wage 

surpassed $20 for the first time ever, 

and the poverty rate decreased, removing 

Missoula from the category of ‘high 

poverty county.’
*Silixa’s BSTF grant was awarded in July 2020 after the close of MEP’s fiscal year and will be included 
in next year’s grant report.



One way we help local companies is by partnering with Missoula County to 

administer the Big Sky Economic Development Trust Fund (BSTF) job creation 

grant program. BSTF grants assist companies in the development of high 

wage jobs for Montana residents. To receive a grant, a company must be hiring 

Montana residents, paying at least $20.35 per hour in wages, and expanding our 

economy by bringing in revenue from selling a product or service outside the 

state of Montana.

In FY20 the Big Sky Economic Development Trust Fund planning grants 

reopened after a two-year hiatus. These grants are awarded to local governments 

and economic development organizations to support economic development 

planning activities that promote long-term, stable economic growth in Montana.

Supporting Local 
Companies

BSTF Job Creation Grants

$937,200

130 JOBS

FY20 HIGHLIGHTS

19 Jobs

15 Jobs

7 Jobs

6 Jobs

6 Jobs

6 Jobs

31 Jobs

6 Jobs

34 Jobs

Coaster Cycles  •  $119,700

TOMIS  •  $112,500

The Insight Studio  •  $52,500

Bedrock Sandals  •  $45,000

Newfields  •  $45,000

Botanie Soap  •  $37,800

Consumer Direct  
Care Network  •  $224,700

Pyramid Mountain 
Lumber  •  $45,000

ATG, a Cognizant  
Company  •  $255,000

$54,000 IN BSTF AWARD PLANNING GRANTS
$27,000 went to MonTEC  +  $27,000 to Downtown Payne/Library Block



COVID-19 
Response

COVID-19 RESPONSE

The Task Force collaborates to 
understand and respond to the impacts 
Missoulians experience, ensure 
available resources are accessible, 
identify gaps in resources, and fill those 
gaps with supplemental support.

MISSOULA COUNTY ECONOMIC  
RECOVERY TASK FORCE

The Missoula County Economic Recovery Task Force pulled 

together members from public, private, and non-governmental 

sectors to quickly respond to the economic challenges presented by 

the COVID-19 pandemic. The Task Force collaborates to understand 

and respond to the impacts Missoulians experience, ensure 

available resources are accessible, identify gaps in resources, 

and fill those gaps with supplemental support. The Task Force 

collaborated to create a four-step approach to COVID-19 navigation 

for employers and a comprehensive guide to reopening in Missoula 

County, and assisted the University of Montana in establishing the 

Business Emergency Assistance Relief (BEAR) Program.
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BUSINESS EMERGENCY ASSISTANCE RELIEF 
(BEAR) POWERED BY UM 

Access to programs created by passage of the CARES Act 

posed a challenge, especially to small businesses without 

existing relationships with financial institutions, legal counsel, or 

accounting teams. In response to this challenge, the University 

of Montana, in partnership with the Task Force, established the 

BEAR program and recruited professional expertise to provide 

pro bono assistance. BEAR Powered by UM offers a simple 

online intake form for business owners seeking help navigating 

COVID-19 relief programs and resources. By the end of FY20, 

BEAR had provided assistance to over 40 Missoula companies.

SAFER MISSOULA 

At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, measures taken to shut 

down activity and engage in social distancing effectively flattened 

the curve in Missoula. When Missoula introduced a phased 

reopening strategy, we recognized the need for a coordinated 

messaging campaign around social behaviors to mitigate 

spread of the virus. In partnership with Destination Missoula and 

United Way of Missoula County, we launched the Safer Missoula 

campaign to encourage Missoulians and visitors alike to wash 

hands, wear face coverings, and keep distance from others in 

public. This campaign spanned digital and traditional media and 

distributed collateral to Missoula businesses across town.



8      2020 ANNUAL REPORT

When MEP learned from Community 

Medical Center that COVID-19 testing 

capacity was compromised by a shortage of 

viral transport medium (VTM), we turned to 

a local biotech company to see if they could 

help. The medium, a crucial component 

used to keep a viral sample viable during 

transport between testing facility and 

lab, was a barrier to widespread testing. 

Because Rocky Mountain Biologicals 

(RMBIO) manufactures products including 

cell culture media for the pharmaceutical, 

research, and vaccine industries, VTM seemed 

like a natural leap. Within days of reaching 

out to RMBIO, they had a recipe in hand 

from the CDC and realized they already 

stocked most of the components needed 

to manufacture the medium. Shortly after 

announcing their available VTM, RMBIO 

began to receive requests from hospitals, 

clinics, and testing facilities all over the 

region. What’s also of note: their primary 

concern was getting a crucial product into 

the hands of labs that needed it to ramp 

up testing and address the current crisis, 

rather than profiting from the manufacture 

of the medium—a true example of a local 

company rising to the challenge to meet a 

community need.

Turning Challenges into Opportunities
CHALLENGE  
IDENTIFIED 
Shortage of viral 
transport medium 
(VTM) for COVID-19 
testing

COMPANY  
CONNECTED
RMBIO informed  
of VTM shortage

OPPORTUNITY 
ACHIEVED
RMBIO supplies 
Community Medical 
Center and 14 other 
hospitals and clinics 
with VTM

COVID-19 RESPONSE

Shortly after announcing their available VTM, RMBIO began to receive requests 
from hospitals, clinics, and testing facilities all over the region.



COVID-19 BY THE NUMBERS

JULY
2019

AUGUST
2019

SEPTEMBER
2019

OCTOBER
2019

NOVEMBER
2019

DECEMBER
2019

JANUARY
2020

FEBRUARY
2020

MARCH
2020

APRIL 
2020

MAY 
2020

JUNE
2020

3%

6%

9%

12%

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE

Missoula County Unemployment Rate

(Source: US Bureau of Labor Statistics)

13.3%

7.3%

Business Stabilization Grant: 
$19,013,954

Business Adaptation Grant: 
$783,320

Business Innovation Grant: 
$291,664

303 businesses  
received loans between 
$150,000–$10,000,000

2,596 businesses  
received loans <$150,000

GRANT  
ASSISTANCE 
TOTAL
$20,088,938

Montana Coronavirus 
Relief Fund

Paycheck Protection 
Program Loans

$83,303,335
total Missoula  
loans <$150,000

MISSOULA 
BUSINESSES 
TOTAL
2,899



Missoula by  
the numbers

(Source for all data above: US Bureau of Labor Statistics)

(Source: US Bureau 
of Labor Statistics)

JULY 2019
2.8%

JUNE 2020
7.3%

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE

160% INCREASE

AVERAGE EARNINGS PER JOB

$50,812

$80,000$60,000$40,000$20,000

Experiential Economy

Creative Professional  
& Business Services

High Value  Manufacturing

Bioscience

High Value Technology Services

(Average of all industries)

Missoula (Top) vs. National Jobs
2018–2019 % CHANGE IN NEW JOBS

4%
14%

High Value Technology Services 215 Jobs

2%
2%

High Value  Manufacturing
23 Jobs

2%
3%Creative Professional  

& Business Services
185 Jobs

2%
-3%Experiential Economy -119 Jobs

3%
4%

Bioscience
34 Jobs

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

(Source: US Bureau of Labor Statistics)

AVERAGE ANNUAL WAGE

$41,000

$38,000
$38,483

$43,530

$39,500

$42,500

Experiential Economy

Creative Professional  
& Business Services

High Value Manufacturing

Bioscience

High Value Technology Services

% OF TOTAL  
NEW JOBS

64.6% 
Other

3.5%

-12.4%

2.4%

19.3%

22.5%
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MEP by the 
numbers
STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL 
POSITION & ACTIVITIES*

* The Statement of Financial Position and Activities presented 
as of June 30, 2020, is unaudited. Complete reviewed financial 
statements are available upon request.

TOTAL LIABILITIES 
& NET ASSETS
$598,862

Unrestricted: $260,268 

Temporarily Restricted: $290,203 

Liabilities: $48,391

CURRENT ASSETS
$586,629

Cash In Bank: $235,781
Pledges Receivable: $290,203 
Other Receivables: $60,645

TOTAL ASSETS
$598,862

Current Assets: $586,629
Property & Equipment: $8,133
Other Assets: $4,100

CURRENT 
LIABILITIES
$48,391

Accounts Payable: $6,468 
Accrued Payroll &  
Related Liabilities: $41,923
Line of Credit: $0



THANK YOU TO OUR INVESTORS

A&E Architects

Access Property Management

Allegiance Benefit Plan Management, Inc.

AlphaGraphics

ALPS Corporation

Anderson ZurMuehlen & Co

Annelise Hedahl

Artichoke Consulting

Bank of Montana

Berkshire Hathaway HomeServices

Blackfoot Communications

Bonner Property Development

Bravo Catering

Brian Salonen

Browning, Kaleczyc, Berry & Hoven, P.C.

Caras Nursery

Cederberg Law Offices

Charter Communications

City of Missoula

Clearwater Credit Union

Community Medical Center

Consumer Direct Care Network

Cowles Montana Media Company

Crowley Fleck, PLLP

Cushing Terrell

Dale Woolhiser

Datsopoulos, MacDonald & Lind, P.C.

Dick Anderson Construction

Diversified Plastics, Inc.

Eclipse Engineering, P.C.

Edgell Building Inc.

Farran Realty Partners

First Interstate Bank

First Security Bank

Five on Black

Garlington Lohn & Robinson

Grizzly Liquor

Hi-Noon Petroleum

Jackson Contractor Group

John Earll, B2B CFO

Julie Gardner & Peter Lambros,  
 ERA Lambros Real Estate

Junkermier Clark Campanella Stevens, P.C.

LC Staffing

LumenAd

Matthew Noreus, Edward Jones

Missoula County

Missoula Electric Cooperative

MMW Architects

Monida Healthcare Network

Morrison-Maierle

Muralt’s Travel Plaza

NAI Crowley Moore

Neptune Aviation Services

NewFields

Office Solutions & Services

onXmaps

Opportunity Bank of Montana

OZ Architects

Paradigm 3 Architecture

Parsons Behle & Latimer

PartnersCreative

PayneWest Insurance

Providence St. Patrick Hospital

SG Long Financial

Sirius Construction

Southgate Mall Associates

Sterling CRE Advisors

Stockman Bank

Strategic Gaming Management, LLC

Summit Beverage

Territorial Landworks, now IMEG

The Gillespie Foundation 

The Missoulian

The Resort at Paws Up

TrailWest Bank

WGM Group

Worden’s Market & Deli

Zip Beverage

We make every effort to accurately acknowledge our investors. Please let us know if you feel you have been omitted in error.


