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Executive Summary 
 
 
The Northeast Minnesota Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy 

(CEDS) was developed to set the Northeast Minnesota Economic Development 
District’s (NEMEDD) vision for economic development and to maintain the region’s 
federal designation as an Economic Development District 
(EDD).  Designation as an EDD allows communities in the 
region to be eligible for funding opportunities through the 
Economic Development Administration (EDA), a division 
of the United States Department of Commerce. 

 
Northeast Minnesota Economic Development 
District  

 
The Arrowhead Regional Development Commission 

(ARDC) is the designated planning organization for the 
Northeast Minnesota Economic Development District.    
The ARDC uses the acronym NEMEDD when conducting 
its economic development program. 

 
Acting on the recommendation of the CEDS Strategy Committee, the District 

Governing Board (ARDC Board of Directors) adopted the CEDS on June 17, 
2010 . 

 
 
Industry Clusters 

 
Industry clusters are a useful way to view the structure of a region’s economy.  

Nine key industry groups have shown clustering or the potential for clustering in 
the region. 

New Energy Production, Manufacturing and 
Servicing 

Regional Creative Clusters 

Innovative Manufacturing Mature Manufacturing 
Timber, Wood, Paper and Spinoffs Mining 
Medical Services and Biomedical/
Biotechnical Spinoffs 

Transportation and Logistics 
Support 

Arts, Entertainment, Recreation and Visitor Industries (Tourism)  
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Regional Overview 
 
 

Northeast Minnesota covers 19,946 square miles, approximately 23% of the 
state’s land area.  The region, commonly known as the Arrowhead Region because 
of the shape its seven counties make on a map, is among the most beautiful and 
diverse areas of Minnesota.  Bordered on the east by Lake Superior and Wisconsin, 
to the north by Ontario, Canada, it is blessed with a wealth of scenic beauty and 
natural resources.  The landscape is dominated by rivers, lakes, and forests.  The 
traditional economy of Northeast Minnesota is built around natural resources while 
having also developed high-quality education, health care, and human services. 

 
Government and Education 

 
Northeast Minnesota’s governmental framework is comprised of seven counties, 

70 cities, 180 townships, and three reservations.  The region also features a strong 
network of primary, secondary, and higher education institutions.  There are over 30 
school districts, 10 community and technical colleges, and two environmental 
learning centers.  The Northeast Minnesota Higher Education District represents the 
interests of the five community colleges and is involved in workforce development 
and economic development. 

 
Duluth is home to the College of St. Scholastica, a private four year institution, 

and the University of Minnesota-Duluth. UMD houses the Natural Resources 
Research Institute and other important research and economic development 
partners. 

 
Natural Resources 

 
For most of modern history the region’s economy has been based on the 

extraction of natural resources, specifically timber and iron ore.  The region’s scenic 
and accessible natural resources make it a popular tourist destination and 
environmental center. 

 
The region contains 57% of Minnesota’s commercial forest land and 43% of the 

state’s peat land.  The Iron Range in St. Louis and Itasca Counties is the center of 
the nation’s ferrous mining industry.  Recoverable deposits of copper, nickel, lead, 
zinc, and gold have been discovered in the region. 

 
Approximately 63% of the region’s land is held in public ownership.  Major public 

lands include the Superior and Chippewa National Forests, Voyageurs National Park, 
and the one million plus acre Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness.  There are 
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26 state forests, 16 state parks, and 23 county parks in the region. The region 
contains 25% of Minnesota’s lake and river access and one-quarter of the state’s 
resorts. 
 
Transportation and Infrastructure 

 
Transportation has been a cornerstone of the region’s economy for over a 

century.  The need to move timber and iron ore from the point of extraction to 
national markets lead to the development of a strong regional transportation network. 

 
There are 13,650 miles of highway and 920 miles of rail line including four Class 1 

railroads in the region.  The region’s location on Lake Superior and access to the St. 
Lawrence Seaway connects it to the world.  Five commercial ports export taconite, 
grain, and coal while receiving high value shipments such as machinery, oil and gas 
drilling equipment, and wind energy conversion system machinery.  Incoming 
shipments are bound for destinations both within the region and across North 
America. 

 
There are 23 airports within the region.  Three airports – Falls International 

Airport, Range Regional Airport, and Duluth International Airport – have scheduled 
commercial air service.  The region’s aviation industry is centered around the Duluth 
International Airport. 

 
Additionally, the region is home to a major fiber optics transmission network and 

has digital switching capacity.  However, many rural communities and businesses do 
not have high speed internet connections that are needed in today’s economic 
environment. 
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Demographic Summary 
 
Northeast Minnesota is home to over 322,000 people.  St. Louis County is the 

largest County in terms of area and is home to over 61% of the region’s population.  
The region’s largest city, Duluth with an estimated population of 84,284, is located in 
southern St. Louis County. 

 
Figure 1. NEMEDD Counties by Population and Median Age 

 

 

The region has experienced little population growth this past decade, a trend that 
is expected to continue.  A related trend is the aging population.  The median age in 
the region is 43.8 years; this is much higher than the state median age of 37.3 years. 

 
This trend will likely pose workforce development challenges and create staffing 

and succession planning issues for businesses.  According to the Northland Works 
Partnership up to 75,000 positions are expected to open in Northeast Minnesota and 
Northwest Wisconsin as Baby Boomers retire and several large-scale industrial 
projects come online in northeastern Minnesota in the next 10 years.  The Northland 
Works Partnership predicts that if every high school graduate from the region, in the 
next ten years, remains in the region, the available workforce would not meet 
demand. 

 
Northeast Minnesota has a high quality education system with many options 

available to residents throughout their lives and is a destination for students from the 
tri-state region.  According to the Northland Works Partnership Prosperity Networks 
report “the region lags slightly behind in the number of high school graduates with 
college degrees.  Historically, the Northland has struggled with retaining the 

  2008 Population 2000 Population Median Age 

Aitkin 15,736 15,301 47.0 

Carlton 33,933 31,671 38.8 

Cook 5,437 5,168 45.9 

Itasca 44,512 43,992 43.3 

Koochiching 13,251 14,355 45.9 

Lake 10,609 11,058 45.5 

St. Louis 198,864 200,528 40.3 

NEMEDD Region 322,342 322,073 43.8 

Minnesota 5,220,393 4,919,492 37.3 
Source: Northland Connection, 2010 



Section 2:   
Regional Overview 
 
 
 
Page 8 

thousands of young adults who graduate from its colleges and universities each year 
due to a lack of jobs.” 
 

Figure 2. Educational Attainment 

 

 
 
 
 
 

The region’s median household income and per capita income are significantly 
lower than state and national averages. This does present problems retaining and 
attracting qualified workers.  However, as the Northland Works Partnership 
Prosperity Networks report states: 

 
“Studies show many people are eager to live and work in the Northland and are 

willing to accept median household and per capita personal income levels that are 
below state and national averages in order to enjoy its high quality of life. As Baby 
Boomers retire and create job openings, more college graduates will find jobs to stay 
in the area— provided they have the right skills. Older adult workers also will be in 
high demand, especially those willing to retrain for second careers in emerging 
areas.” 
 

Figure 3. Median Household Income and Per Capita Income 

 

 
 
 
 
 

  NEMEDD Nation 

High School Graduates 165,186 195,646,383 
% Graduating High School 86% 84% 
% High School Grads with Col-
lege Degree 30% 34% 
Source: Northland Connection, 2010, Age 25 and above 

  Median Household Income Per Capita Income 

NEMEDD $44,012 $23,706 

Minnesota $55,644 $41,105 

USA $50,740 $38,615 
Source: Northland Connection, 2010 
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Economic  Base 
 
 

The traditional economy of Northeast Minnesota is built around a resource-based 
economy of the four “Ts”–timber, taconite, transportation, and tourism – while also 
having developed high-quality education, health care, and services. 

 
As is the case with all economies heavily dependent on natural resources, 

Northeast Minnesota has experienced cycles of boom and bust.  In the early 1980s, 
a severe recession cost northeastern Minnesota many jobs and forced thousands to 
relocate in search of work. The loss of population has remained a problem that has 
just started to be reversed in the past decade. 

 
The region was adversely affected by the global recession in 2009.  The economy 

remains down, but it is showing promise for slow growth in 2010.  Despite positive 
projections for most industries and employment, the region’s economic output is not 
expected to return to pre-recession levels in 2010. 

 
Technological advancements, market fluctuations, regulatory changes, foreign 

investment, and global competition have changed the basic structure of mining and 
other natural resource based industries.1  The conditions of the past 18 months 
proved that the natural resource based economy is still prone to boom and bust 
cycles.  The need to diversify is as important as ever. 

 
The region was especially hard hit by a major down turn in the mining industry 

and other natural resource sectors.  The Iron Range and Duluth/Superior 
Metropolitan Statistical Area lost the second most jobs nationally in mining, logging, 
and construction trades in 2008 and 2009.2  The shuttering of several taconite mines 
and processing plants led to concentrated high unemployment in Itasca and northern 
St. Louis Counties.  Workers in southern St. Louis, Lake, and Itasca Counties 
employed in rail and shipping transportation were also laid off as taconite shipments 
stopped for much of 2009.  Ripple effects were felt throughout the region.  Several 
large scale industrial projects in mining and steel, paper milling, and energy sectors 
are delayed. The projects have the potential of 8,400 construction jobs, 2,125 new 
permanent jobs, and 250 retained jobs.3 
 

 
1Northland Works Partnership, Prosperity Networks:  Linking Resources to Transform the Northland, 2009 
2Duluth News Tribune, “Northland Works Partnership, Prosperity Networks:  Linking Resources to Transform the Northland, ”October 2, 
2009. 
3 The Northspan Group, FYI, 2008.  Http://www.northspan.org/pdfs/FYI2008.pdf 
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Currently, the mining sector is showing signs of recovery.  Workers in the taconite 
plants have been recalled as mines have restarted operations spurred on by 
projected demand in Asian markets in 2010.  After operating below 50% capacity in 
2009, industry economists expect the industry to recover to around 73% capacity.  It 
is a vast improvement over the past year but well below the 90% average of the past 
decade.4 

 
According to the Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic 

Development (DEED) unemployment in Iron Range communities was significantly 
higher than the region as a whole. Even with the recovery in the mining industry 
unemployment rates remain high as indicated by the unemployment rates for the 
following cities: Hibbing’s unemployment was at 10.4% in February 2010 compared 
to 11.4% a month earlier; Virginia’s down to 10.8% from 11.7%; Grand Rapids’ 
unemployment rate rose slightly to 15.1% in March from 15% in February.5 

 
The region’s manufacturing sector is also showing signs of recovery.  

Manufacturers in the aviation sector expect growth in 2010 have begun recalling laid 
off and furloughed workers.  Manufacturers will still need access to capital which 
remains restricted and also need to strengthen business operations and look to 
diversification.  Shipping, tourism, and creative cluster businesses are expecting a 
positive 2010.  However, the region’s higher education, health care systems, and 
government services may be negatively affected by the State’s budget cuts.  
Minnesota has a forecasted $1.5 billion dollar deficit in 2010. 

 
In addition to supporting major industrial developments, communities across the 

region are starting to focus economic development efforts around the emergence of 
renewable and green energy projects.  As a priority, the pursuit of these projects will 
diversify local economies while strengthening the forestry, manufacturing, and 
creative cluster sectors.  Local infrastructure projects will be targeted at improving 
business conditions. 

 
The natural resource industries remain the largest single industries in terms of 

economic output but other industries have grown in importance as their economic 
output and employment have increased.  Industries such as education and health 
services, professional services, manufacturing, and government services have 
diversified the region’s economy significantly. Employment by these far exceeds 
employment in the natural resources sectors.  The recession reinforced this trend. 
The regional labor analyst for DEED notes: “Jobs are slowly coming back in parts  

 
 

4Duluth News Tribune, “Outlook 2010: Economic Forecast,” March 31, 2010. 
5Duluth News Tribune, “Jobs Report Says Range Getting Back to Work,” March 27, 2010. 
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of northeastern Minnesota, but many of them are different from the ones that workers 
lost earlier in the recession. This creates questions and concerns among those who 
want to help dislocated workers.”6  See Figures 4 and 5. 
 
Figure 4.  NEMEDD Twenty-Five Largest Industries by Output, 2006  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6Drew Digby, “Northeast  Planning Region-A Shifting Employment Terrain,” Minnesota Economic Trends, September 2009. 

Industry (IMPLAN CLASSIFICATION) Output (2006 Dollars) Percent (%) 

Paper and Paperboard Mills $1,595,000,000 7.37 

Iron Ore Mining $1,328,000,000 6.13 

Insurance Carriers $1,192,000,000 5.51 

Hospitals $964,000,000 4.45 

State and Local Education $820,000,000 3.78 

Power Generation and Supply $727,000,000 3.36 

Offices of Physicians-Dentists-and Other $702,000,000 3.24 

Sate and Local Non-Education $498,000,000 2.30 

Food Services and Drinking Places $481,000,000 2.22 

Oil and Gas Extraction $460,000,000 2.13 

Monetary Authorities and Depository Credit $459,000,000 2.12 

New Residential1-Unit Structures $437,000,000 2.02 

Aircraft Manufacturing $422,000,000 1.95 

Wholesale Trade $410,000,000 1.89 

Construction Machinery Manufacturing $375,000,000 1.73 

Reconstituted Wood Product Manufacturing $365,000,000 1.68 

Nursing and Residential Care Facilities $329,000,000 1.52 

Electronic Computer Manufacturing $321,000,000 1.48 

Commercial And Institutional Buildings $291,000,000 1.34 

Telecommunications $254,000,000 1.17 

Real Estate $206,000,000 0.95 

Cable Networks and Program Distribution $202,000,000 0.93 

Logging $193,000,000 0.89 

Motor Vehicles and Pars Dealers $191,000,000 0.88 

Hotels and Motels-Including Casino Hotels $188,000,000 0.87 
Total $13,410,000,000 61.91 

Source: IMPLAN, 2006 via Northland Works Regional Development Strategy, 2009 
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Figure 5.  NEMEDD Leading Industries by Employment, 2008 (Source: EMSI, 2009) 
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Regional Industry Clusters 
 
 

Industry clusters are a useful way to view the structure and strength of a region’s 
economy.  By identifying existing and potential clusters a region can make decisions 
about how to best direct economic development efforts. EDA has promoted the 
importance of cluster development by including the following statement in its 
Investment Policy Guidelines: “an investment will be part of an overarching, long-
term comprehensive economic development strategy that enhances a region's 
success in achieving a rising standard of living by supporting existing industry 
clusters, developing emerging new clusters, or attracting new regional economic 
drivers.” 

 
The Purdue Center for Regional 

Development EDA funded report Unlocking 
Rural Competitiveness: the Role of Regional 
Clusters explains clusters as local and regional 
concentrations of competitive firms that: 

 
• Buy and sell from each other 
• Use similar technologies 
• Share a labor pool 
• Share supply chains 
• Include supporting services and specialized 

infrastructure 
• Include both high-and low-value added 

employment 
• Produce for export outside the region 
• Drive the creation of wealth in a region 
 
The Northland Works Partnership and the 

CEDS Strategy Committee both worked to 
identify established and emerging clusters in 
the region.  They looked at the region’s 
competitive advantages, overall strength of the industry at the local, national, and 
global levels, how the industry is likely to respond to economic situations such as the 
recession and post recovery economy, and the ability of the region’s public and 
private partnerships to influence growth.  The CEDS Strategy Committee identified 
nine key industry groups that have shown clustering or the potential for clustering in 
the region. 

 

Prosperity Networks Industry Clusters 
 
The Prosperity Networks and CEDS developed 
cluster groupings from the same data but chose 
slightly different names for the categories.  In 
addition the CEDS includes Tourism and 
Mature Manufacturing as clusters whereas 
Prosperity Networks does not.  This is due to 
the difference in timing of the reports’ 
development and difference in vision, mission, 
and service region of each group.  The seven 
Prosperity Networks clusters are: 
 
1. Energy Alternatives and Renewable Energy 
2. Creative and Professional 
3. Innovative Manufacturing 
4. Forestry and Fiber 
5. Mining 
6. Biomedical and Health Care 
7. Transportation and Logistics Support 
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1. New Energy Production, Manufacturing and Servicing 
 

• Key subsectors: Biomass, solar, wind, and potential green energy and 
chemical spinoffs. 

• Reason: Builds off of existing regional strengths in forestry, manufacturing and 
technical expertise. 

• Notes: Specific subsectors and industry direction is expected to change 
quickly over the next few years as the energy markets fluctuate, tax incentives 
change, and government interventions are fleshed out.  This sector emerged 
as a common theme in local economic development strategies analyzed 
during the CEDS planning process. 

 
2. Regional Creative Clusters 
 

• Key Subsectors: Computing system design and development, architecture, 
engineering, technical services. 

• Reason: Extraordinary growth of field in region due to entrepreneurial 
success. 

• Notes: Industry structure is likely to change due to changes in technology and 
any attempts to develop workforce should be done with flexibility.  Also, 
growth has changed wage structure due to competitive effects. 

 
3. Innovative Manufacturing 
 

• Key Subsectors: Transportation manufacturing, large item manufacturing, 
parts of machinery manufacturing, many subsectors of most manufacturing 
sectors. 

• Reason: Substantial investment in infrastructure to sophisticated manufacturing 
techniques and record of potential for growth. 

• Notes: Region’s aircraft manufacturing next steps are uncertain and will be 
key to future of Transportation Manufacturing.  On the other hand, the 
Transportation Manufacturing infrastructure could be used to attract other 
kinds of businesses.  ARDC has undertaken efforts in 2009 and 2010 to assist 
the aviation sector and will continue to do so.  While automobile manufacturing 
is declining, other kinds of transportation manufacturing should be evaluated if 
they can take advantage of existing infrastructure.  Strong growth in plastics 
and rubber manufacturing should be evaluated as well. 
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4. Mature Manufacturing 
 

• Key Subsectors: Machinery manufacturing, nonmetallic mineral product 
manufacturing, printing and related manufacturing, printing and related 
manufacturing, fabricated metal product manufacturing. 

• Reason: Despite relatively flat projections, these manufacturing industries 
provide a core for the region’s manufacturing output and employment. 

 
5. Timber, Wood, Paper and Spinoffs 
 

• Key Subsectors: Forestry, wood product manufacturing, paper manufacturing, 
and furniture manufacturing. 

• Reason: One of the largest traditional industrial clusters in the region. 
• Notes: Potential for biomass and related energy production, chemical 

manufacturing spinoffs should be included. The University of Minnesota –
Duluth Bureau of Business and Economic Research addressed the 
importance as a regional driver of the forestry industry in the region in a 2006 
report.  The complete report is available at: https://lsbe.d.umn.edu/
departments/bber/projects/Forestry-RelatedMNWIMI2006/part%201%
2020june2008.pdf 

 
6. Mining 
 

• Key Subsectors: Iron ore mining, non-ferrous mining. 
• Reason: Massive output. 
• Notes: The University of Minnesota-Duluth Bureau of Business and Economic 

Research published an industry analysis of mining in the region.  The report 
identifies the massive potential impact of new iron ore and non-ferrous mining 
in the next several years. The complete report is available at: https://
lsbe.d.umn.edu/departments/bber/projects/2009MNMiningImpact.pdf 

 
7. Medical Services and Biomedical/Biotechnical Spinoffs 
 

• Key Subsectors: Ambulatory care hospitals, residential care, and social 
assistance. 

• Reason: Largest employment cluster throughout the region with fourteen 
percent growth predicted over five years even before spinoff development. 

• Notes: A broad approach to spinoffs has real possibility.  The region is a 
magnet for vocational rehabilitation, but very little research or spinoff work is 
currently done.  Biomedical and biotechnical spinoff possibilities should 
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evaluate both high tech and low tech possibilities.  Assisted care of all forms is 
expected to be a large boom industry for decades. 

 
8. Transportation and Logistics Support 
 

• Key Sectors: All modes of transportation and logistics distribution centers and 
breaking bulk, and transportation-related education and research. 

• Reason: Traditional strength.  Region is geared to move big shipments.  Large 
employment and good wages. 

• Notes: Transportation infrastructure is important to other key clusters.  
Emerging research and education cluster includes the Advanced Aviation 
Center, Great Lakes Maritime Research Institute, OTR Trucking Program, and 
the Transportation and Logistics Research Center. Some programs are based 
in Wisconsin which raises the opportunity for cross state partnerships. 

 
9. Arts, Entertainment, Recreation and Visitor Industries (Tourism) 
 

• Key Subsectors: Visitor services, accommodations, gambling, and some parts 
of dining, drinking, retail services. 

• Reason: Possibly the largest employment cluster throughout the region 
(depending on occupation classifications) with seven percent growth predicted 
over five years.  Sector can improve quality of life factors that make the region 
a more attractive place to live and do business. 

• Notes: This industry has the lowest average wages of the leading industries in 
the region.  Cluster does not create wealth through exporting from region 
(though it does attract customers and money from outside of region).  Efforts 
should be targeted at creating higher skill, higher wage jobs in this sector.  A 
2008 study commissioned by Explore Minnesota Tourism studied the impact 
of tourism expenditures in the region.  According to the study $1.6 billion was 
spent by travelers in the region and the equivalents of 33,500 full time jobs 
were supported.  The report is available from ARDC and examines the tourism 
industry using different occupation and business categories than the Purdue 
definitions and presents a picture of the industry specific to the region. 

 
The region’s higher education, research, and entrepreneurial networks were also 

identified as important economic drivers.  The CEDS recognizes the importance of 
supporting endeavors in these areas as they will lead to growth of existing clusters 
and help create new ones. 
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Star, Emerging, and Mature Industries 
 
The Northland Works Partnership developed a list of industries by size and 

projected growth.  The following list has been adjusted to reflect Northeast Minnesota’s 
industrial makeup. 

 
Star Industries (established industry with positive projection) 
 

◊ Transportation equipment manufacturing, higher education, hospitals, 
nursing and residential care, and social assistance 

 
Emerging Industries (smaller industry with positive projection) 
 

◊ Printing and related activities, plastics and rubber products manufacturing, 
information technology and telecommunications, architecture and engineering 

 
Mature Industries (established industry with mixed or negative projections) 
 

◊ Wood products manufacturing, paper manufacturing, furniture and related 
products manufacturing, nonmetallic minerals products manufacturing, 
fabricated metal products, ambulatory health care services, timber and 
forestry, truck transportation, warehousing/storage and transportation 
support, retail sales, wholesalers, accommodation, and food services and 
drinking establishments 

 
Opportunities (not well established but with clear links to regional strengths) 
 

◊ Apparel manufacturing, leather and allied product manufacturing, heavy 
construction 

 
Surprises (data showed unexpected trends) 
 

◊ Computer and electronic equipment manufacturing – Five-year growth 
much stronger than national average trends, significant employment in St. 
Louis County 

 
◊ Management of companies and enterprises – Previous studies predicted 

this sector to decline, but recent growth and future predictions show better 
than national growth, strong competitiveness, and high wages 
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Economic Development Vision  
 
 

The purpose of the CEDS is to analyze the region’s economy and economic 
development needs so that NEMEDD can set a vision of economic development for 
the region and develop and implement strategies to reach that vision.  The CEDS 
Strategy Committee identified the following challenges and opportunities as part of 
the visioning process. 
 
Challenges 

 
• Lack of advanced telecommunications (broadband) infrastructure, service and 

access in many communities. 
• Lack of access to business financing, especially gap financing in the form of 

revolving loan funds. 
• Aging workforce, shrinking workforce. 
• Boom and bust nature of natural resource based economy. 
• Budget cuts to local governments and state economic development and 

workforce agencies. 
• Scarcity of matching funds for federal and state grants. 
• Lack of shovel ready sites. 
• Aging and deteriorating infrastructure. 
• Lack of basic technological skills in workforce. 
• Limited venture capital. 
• Negative perception of business climate in parts of region. 
• Inability to keep college graduates in region. 
• Slowdown in global economy, and its effects on regional businesses, such as 

mining, manufacturing, and shipping, is beyond regional control. 
• Pace and timing of large scale projects on the Iron Range. 
• Potential loss of significant employers. 
• Lack of quality, affordable workforce housing. 
• Environmental regulations including wetland regulations. 
 

Opportunities 
 
• Proposed major industrial projects on Iron Range strengthen existing mining 

cluster and offer spinoff potential. 
• Non-ferrous mining has major potential to add economic output and jobs to 

region. 
• Use strong universities and health care industries to drive R&D. 
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• Region attracts university students, need to work to keep them in the region 
after graduation. 

• Renewable/green industry opportunities with wood, wind, and technical 
expertise. 

• Tourism. 
• Healthcare and professional services have been emerging strengths. 
• Natural resources. 
• Entrepreneurial development. 
• Competitive utility costs. 
 

Vision 
 
The following vision was developed by CEDS Strategy Committee with guidance 

from NEMEDD staff that the vision should clearly communicate how NEMEDD will 
define its role in economic development in the region. 

 
◊ The Arrowhead Region has a superior quality of life.  The region is an attractive 

place to work and operate a business.  The region is an attractive place to live, 
educate, and recreate. 

 
◊ All areas of the Arrowhead Region share in economic prosperity; they have 

the tools and resources to achieve their vision. 
 
◊ The Arrowhead Region has a well educated, highly trained workforce. 
 
◊ The Arrowhead Region has strong economic development drivers.  Regional 

and local infrastructure is modern and includes communication and green, 
renewable infrastructure. 

 
◊ The Arrowhead Region supports entrepreneurship and innovation that 

strengthens existing and emerging industries. 
 
◊ The Arrowhead Region supports existing and emerging industry clusters 

especially those identified in the CEDS. 
 
◊ The Arrowhead Region supports its non-traditional driving economic sectors 

such as healthcare, tourism, and the emerging renewable/alternative energy 
industry. 
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Strategies and Projects 
 
 

Through the CEDS planning process, NEMEDD has identified an economic 
development program with a regional impact.  The following section contains two 
types of strategies: collaborative projects that ARDC will focus on in its role as the 
planning organization for NEMEDD and local economic development projects which 
NEMEDD believes should be supported with technical assistance, EDA investments, 
or other federal or state funding. 

 
Collaborative projects are projects, programs, and activities that address 

overarching, long term themes for regional economic development.  Priorities have 
been translated into projects and programs which NEMEDD will work to implement or 
participate in throughout the CEDS planning period. 

 
The local economic development projects category includes traditional economic 

development projects in localities throughout the region.  To be considered in this 
category, local projects must be EDA eligible, contribute to NEMEDD goals, and 
have a regional impact. 

 
NEMEDD collects project listings from county and local economic development 

authorities throughout the region.  County and local agencies are best able to judge 
local economies and their needs as identified in their own planning processes.  This 
section will identify types of projects that are regionally significant and have been 
identified as important by a number of regional partners.  In some cases specific 
examples will be listed to illustrate the project category.  NEMEDD will keep an up-to-
date listing of proposed projects which will be available upon request. 

 
Several common themes surfaced when speaking with our regional partners.  

Those themes were the emergence of renewable and green energy projects as 
priorities which will diversify local economies while strengthening the forestry, 
manufacturing, and creative cluster sectors; and infrastructure improvements 
targeted at improving business conditions in communities. 
 
Economic Development Goals and Projects 

 
1. Work collaboratively with public and private sector leaders from the industry 

clusters identified in Section Four (starting on page 16). 
 
a. Lead efforts to strengthen existing and emerging clusters by increasing 

regional understanding of the cluster’s economic impact. Identify needs in 
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the areas of infrastructure, workforce training, and financing.  Identify supply 
chain connections and gaps in the industrial makeup of the cluster. 

 
b. Other initiatives that assess each regional industry cluster and identify 

specific actions that help improve cluster competitiveness will be supported. 
 

2. Prepare the region’s communities to lead in the green economy by supporting 
training, education, development strategies, and infrastructure to develop 
industries which use and serve green industries.  Targeted industries include 
wind energy, biomass, biofuels, solar energy, geothermal, and advanced energy 
storage. 
 
a. Assist communities to include green energy and energy efficiency strategies 

in their community and economic planning. 
 
b.  Support collaborations between industry, higher education, and government 

to provide green economy workforce training. 
 
c.   Support strategies that develop green industry and renewable energy 

industry clustering. 
 
d. Increase green infrastructure for industrial expansion including the use of 

renewable energy, environmentally sustainable and highly energy efficient 
facilities, sustainable use of water, and best practices in environmentally 
sustainable development and site preparation processes.  This includes new 
infrastructure and retrofitting of existing sites. 

 
3. Prepare the region’s communities for economic growth by expanding and 

maintaining critical infrastructure. 
 
a. Increase advanced communications (broadband) infrastructure and access 

to services especially to the underserved areas of the region. 
 
b. Improve transportation infrastructure including roads, rail, traffic control, 

maritime transport, airports, and multi-modal transport to assist industrial 
development. 

 
c. Improve public utilities for industrial expansion including, water, wastewater, 

stormwater control, gas and electric, and other public utilities. 
 
d. Support redevelopment of abandoned industrial sites. 
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4. Support value added opportunities for existing industries. 
 
a. Support biomass, biofuels, and related energy and chemical production for 

finding new uses for the region’s timber, wood and other plant based 
resources and refuse materials. 

 
b. Support projects which create value added opportunities for mining and 

related materials, sites, and processes. 
 
c. Support projects which provide technical, design, prototyping, efficiency 

improvements, and spin off potential for the region’s industry clusters. 
 

5. Improve the region’s entrepreneurial environment by supporting initiatives that 
improve networks, provide business operation assistance, expert advisors, 
entrepreneur and employee training, access to finance and markets, and raises 
the awareness of the entrepreneurial culture of the region. 
 

6. Increase incubators for technology-based companies, creative cluster 
companies, innovative manufacturing and other industries that improve 
technology and processes for regional clusters. 
 

7. Increase research and development, technology transfer, and similar 
collaborations between industry, higher education, government, and public 
technology enterprises that strengthen regional industries and expand use of the 
region’s resources. 
 

8. Support tourism projects that build upon a community’s existing strengths 
including proximity to outstanding natural resources; historic and cultural areas; 
national, state, and county parks; retirement community status; recreation 
destination status; and other similar factors. 
 

9. Expand access to capital for businesses.  As the competition for traditional 
economic development funding becomes more intense providing access to 
capital becomes an important tool for business development. 
 
a. Expand the scope and use of the ARDC revolving loan fund.  ARDC is 

currently seeking a recapitalization that would greatly enhance financing for 
business endeavors in the region.  The requested recapitalization amount is 
$3,000,000.  ARDC and its partners have secured the necessary 20% 
match.  ARDC is seeking to expand the lending area to include the City of 
Duluth and increase the maximum loan amount to $250,000 from $100,000.  
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The recapitalization will be initially targeted at, though not limited to, 
businesses in the aviation sector. 

 
b. Expand access to capital to promote the development and demonstration of 

renewable energy technology including solar, wind, biomass, geothermal and 
other technologies that will decrease dependence on fossil fuels or contribute 
to reducing energy costs; and advance technologies which contribute to 
energy conservation and efficiency. This includes, but is not limited to the 
Northeast Minnesota Arrowhead Region Renewable Energy/Energy 
Efficiency Loan Program. 

 
c. Support community-based projects to expand access to business capital 

through locally supported financing in underserved areas of the region. 
 

10.  Ensure an adequate supply of quality, affordable workforce housing in the 
  region. 
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Suggested Projects 
 
The list that appears on the next page is not an inclusive list of regional projects. 

Due to the ever changing status of local economic development projects NEMEDD 
has chosen not to list every single project in the CEDS.  The list is meant to 
demonstrate the alignment of CEDS priorities with local proposals.  Projects that 
are not listed below may be eligible for EDA funding based on the determination by 
NEMEDD that said projects meet EDA and NEMEDD goals and eligibility 
requirements.  NEMEDD will work with regional partners to identify eligible projects. 
 
 



Project Description Jobs Created Lead Agency Investment 

Dry Kiln Project Drying kiln for wood products 
for use by building materials, 
furniture, and cabinetry indus-
tries. 

5 direct with large 
indirect potential 

Aitkin County 
EDA 

Unknown 

Biomass Pelletizer create pellets from local re-
sources for use in biomass 
generator to power industrial 
park customers 
  

25 direct, indirect 
in forestry  to pro-
vide biomass, 
indirect industrial 
park customers 

Aitkin County 
EDA 

Unknown 

Eco-Industrial Park Redevelop and reposition a 
large former OSB mfg site to 
attract renewable energy com-
panies 

30 to 800 direct Itasca Eco-
nomic Devel-
opment Au-
thority 

$5M total, $1.175 
EDA request 

NRRI Research 
Laboratory 

Construction, alternative en-
ergy, and conservation re-
search center in Coleraine. 

Unknown direct, 
significant indi-
rect and induced 

Natural Re-
sources Re-
search Insti-
tute 

$1,175 M total, 
$587,000 EDA 
request 

International Falls 
Riverfront Devel-
opment 

US Border Patrol Offices, 
headquarters for Voyageurs 
National Park, Voyageur Cen-
ter ( history museum and heri-
tage site), and new private 
tourism focused development. 

53 retained plus 
unknown created 

City of Inter-
national Falls 

$1M total public 
utilities needed 

RECAP – 
Koochiching 

Plasma waste to energy facil-
ity 

Unknown Koochiching 
EDA 

Unknown 

Renewable Energy 
Park 

Industrial park targeted at re-
newable energy and biomass 
and forestry products 

Unknown Mountian Iron 
EDA 

$2M total, $1M 
EDA request 

Atlas Cement Site Redevelopment of abandoned 
industrial site that has port 
access 

unknown Duluth Eco-
nomic Devel-
opment Au-
thority 

 Unknown 

Silver Bay Eco-
Industrial Park 

Construction of self sustain-
able park which uses waste 
heat from pelletizer plant to 
provide energy source for 
greenhouse for biofules and 
aquaculture 

unknown City of Silver 
Bay 

$3,000,000 

Carlton County 
Business Park 

Develop 225 acre multi-use 
business park for housing gov-
ernment buildings, Corporate / 
manufacturing sites. Develop-
ment of road systems, rail 
crossings, utility infrastructure 
on this site. 

unknown Carlton 
County EDA 

$5,000,000 

Northern Aviation 
Industries Techni-
cal Assistance 

Local Technical Assistance 
grant to assist aviation indus-
try cluster to assess and de-
velop growth strategy. 

unknown ARDC, Du-
luth Airport 
Authority 

$50,000 

Figure 6.  Regional Suggested Projects  
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EDA Investment Priorities 
 

Within the parameters of a competitive grant process, all projects are evaluated to 
determine if they advance global competitiveness, create jobs, leverage public and 
private resources, can demonstrate readiness and ability to use funds quickly and 
effectively and link to specific and measureable outcomes. To facilitate evaluation 
EDA has established the following investment priorities: 

 
1. Collaborative Regional Innovation 

 
Initiatives that support the development and growth of innovation clusters based 

on existing regional competitive strengths. Initiatives must engage stakeholders; 
facilitate collaboration among urban, suburban and rural (including Tribal) areas; 
provide stability for economic development through long-term intergovernmental and 
public/private collaboration; and, support the growth of existing and emerging 
industries. 

 
2. Public/Private Partnerships 

 
Investments that use both public and private sector resources and leverage 

complementary investments by other government/public entities and/or non-profits. 
 

3. National Strategic Priorities 
 
Initiatives that encourage job growth and business expansion in clean energy; 

green technologies; sustainable manufacturing; information technology (e.g., 
broadband, smart grid) infrastructure; communities severely impacted by automotive 
industry restructuring; natural disaster mitigation and resiliency; access to capital for 
small and medium sized and ethnically diverse enterprises; and innovations in 
science, health care and alternative fuel technologies. 

 
4. Global Competitiveness 

 
Investments that support high-growth businesses and innovation-based 

entrepreneurs to expand and compete in global markets. 
 

5. Environmentally-Sustainable Development 
 
Investments that encompass best practices in “environmentally sustainable 

development,” broadly defined, to include projects that enhance environmental 
quality and develop and implement green products, processes, and buildings as part 
of the green economy. 
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6. Economically Distressed and Underserved Communities 
 
Investments that strengthen diverse communities that have suffered 

disproportionate economic and job losses and/or are rebuilding to become more 
competitive in the global economy. 
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Performance Measures 
 
 

NEMEDD will annually review the performance of the EDD in meeting the goals 
established in the CEDS.  NEMEDD will also track and aggregate EDA project 
specific performance measures from the region and will report the assessment of the 
performance measures in the CEDS Annual Report. 

 
EDA Final Rule Performance Measures 

 
Part § 303.7 Requirements for Comprehensive Economic Development 

Strategies of the Economic Development Administrations final rule states “the CEDS 
must include performance measures that can be used to evaluate the Planning 
Organization’s successful development and implementation of the CEDS.” 

 
The performance measures should include: 
 
• Number of jobs created after implementation of the CEDS; 
• Number and types of investments undertaken in the Region; 
• Number of jobs retained in the Region; 
• Amount of private sector investment in the Region after implementation of the 

CEDS; and 
• Changes in the economic environment of the Region. 
 

EDA Government Performance Results Act Report 
 
The 1993 Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA), holds federal 

agencies accountable for using resources wisely and achieving program results. 
GPRA requires agencies to develop plans for what they intend to accomplish, 
measure how well they are doing, make appropriate decisions based on the 
information they have gathered, and communicate information about their 
performance to Congress and to the public. 

 
In order to fulfill its GPRA planning and reporting the EDA requires that all grant 

recipients complete a GPRA Data Collection Form.  The Data Collection Form is 
used to gather the following information: 

 
• Number of sub-state jurisdictions eligible to participate in the EDD and the 

number of sub-state jurisdictions participating or supporting the EDD; 
• Number of economic development initiatives from the CEDS implemented 

during the investment award period that led to private investment and jobs; 



Section 7:   
Performance Measures 
 
 
 
Page 34  

◊ Number of projects in five categories: facility construction/rehabilitation, 
infrastructure, technical assistance, planning, and other; 

◊ Number of technology or brownfield projects in each of the five categories 
identified above; 

• Number of investments funded by EDA and funded by other sources; 
• Estimated number of jobs created or retained as result of implemented CEDS 

initiatives; 
• Estimated amount of private sector investment as a result of implemented 

CEDS initiatives; 
• Estimated amount of public sector investment as a result if implemented 

CEDS initiatives. 
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The Comprehensive Economic Development Process 
 
 

The Northeast Minnesota CEDS was developed by the CEDS Strategy 
Committee and NEMEDD staff according to guidelines set by the EDA.  The CEDS is 
approved by the Governing Board. 
 

Strategy Committee 
 

The CEDS Strategy Committee is responsible for the development, modification, 
and implementation of the CEDS.  The EDA sets the basic membership requirements 
of the CEDS Strategy Committee.  The Strategy Committee must represent the main 
economic interests of the region and must include private sector representatives as a 
majority of its membership.  In addition, the Committee should also include public 
officials, community leaders, and representatives of workforce development boards, 
institutions of higher education, minority and labor groups, and private individuals.  
NEMEDD is responsible for assuring that the Strategy Committee meets EDA 
requirements. 
 
Figure 7.  NEMEDD CEDS Strategy Committee Members, 2010 
 

 
Name Organization Industry Governing 

Board 

Dan Larson Arrowhead Manufacturers 
and Fabricators Association Innovative Manufacturing N 

Wayne Brandt Minnesota Forest Industries Timber, Wood, Paper, & 
Spinoffs N 

Lars Kuehnow Builders Commonwealth Construction N 

Kevin Downey Red Prairie New Energy Production, Mfg, 
and Service N 

Mary Somnis Iron Range Resources Tourism 
  N 

Denny Johnson Mn/DOT Transportation N 

Allen Rasmussen Rainy River Community 
College 

Higher Education/ Workforce 
Training Y 

Dick Brenner Carlton County Public Official Y 

Jason Hollinday Fond du Lac Tribe Tribal Representative Y 

Gordy Anderson Two Harbors Area Cham-
ber of Commerce Chambers of Commerce Y 

Paul Nevanen 
Koochiching County Eco-
nomic Development Au-
thority 

Economic Development Asso-
ciations Y 
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Governing Board 
 

The EDA also sets membership requirements for the EDD Governing Board.  The 
governing board needs to be broadly representative of the principal economic 
interests of the region, and include at least one (1) Private Sector Representative and 
one (1) or more of the following: executive directors of chambers of commerce; 
representatives of institutions of postsecondary education; workforce development 
groups or labor groups; all of which must comprise in the aggregate a minimum of 
35% of the district board. The governing body must have at least a simple majority of 
its membership who are elected officials and/or employees of a general purpose unit 
of State, local or Indian tribal government who have been appointed to represent the 
government. 
 
Figure 8.  NEMEDD Governing Board, 2010 

 
 

  Name Affiliation Status 

Private Sector Dick Brenner Forestry Products Management, (Retired) 

  Brad Jones Small Business Owner/Operator 

  Robert  Fenwick* Lumber Store Manager 

  Allen Rasmussen* Community College/Workforce De-
velopment 

Administrator 

  Gordy Anderson Chamber of Commerce Executive Director 
  Paul Nevanen Economic Development Director 
Public Sector Steve Raukar St. Louis County Commissioner 

  Wade Pavleck Koochiching County Commissioner 

  Earl Elde Midway Township Board Member 

  Peg Sweeney* St. Louis County Commissioner 

  Catherine McLynn Itasca County Commissioner 

  Paul Bailey Aitkin County Commissioner 

  Jason Hollinday Fond Du Lac Reservation Reservation Administration 

  Margaret Sherman* At Large At Large 
  Doug Grindall Regional Transportation Advisory 

Committee 
County Engineer 

  Michael Duffy Area Agency on Aging Advisory Board 
*Board Officer 
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Planning Process 
 

NEMEDD is required to submit a new or revised CEDS to EDA at least every five 
years, unless EDA or NEMEDD determines that a new or revised CEDS is required 
earlier due to changed circumstances.  NEMEDD is also required to submit an 
annual CEDS Report on the overall progress and actions taken to implement the 
CEDS, significant changes in economics and demographics, and changes and 
additions to economic development strategies, programs, and projects. 

 
NEMEDD will convene the CEDS Strategy Committee at least twice per year.  

The meetings will take place prior to the filing of the district Mid-Point Progress 
Report due on January 31 and the submittal of the CEDS Annual Report on June 31.  
Prior to each meeting NEMEDD will meet with county and city economic 
development authorities and other partners to receive project updates and identify 
new opportunities and challenges. 

 
During the winter meeting NEMEDD will apprise the CEDS Strategy Committee of 

the progress made implementing the CEDS since the start of the annual planning 
grant in July and will present a report on local projects.  NEMEDD will ask for the 
Committee’s guidance in implementing the CEDS through the end of the planning 
period. 

 
During the summer meeting NEMEDD will work with the Committee to complete 

the CEDS Annual Report by reviewing implementation progress made over the past 
year, reviewing economic development programs and projects, and setting priorities 
for the next year. 

 
ARDC will post the CEDS online and take and respond to public comments 

regarding the CEDS.  NEMEDD will present the CEDS Annual Report to the 
Governing Board for approval before submitting to EDA. 
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Pending and Funded Investments 
 

Name Year EDA Grant Non-Federal 
Share 

Total Project 
Cost 

Economic Adjustment Planning         

East Range Economic Adjustment 2001 $ 525,000 $ 350,000 $ 875,000 

Itasca Area Economic Adjustment 2004 $ 216,000 $ 144,000 $ 360,000 

Total Economic Adjustment Pro-
jects 

  $ 741,000 $ 494,000 $ 1,235,000 

          

Public Works Projects         

McGregor Airport 1998 $ 469,469 $ 312,979 $ 782,448 

Hibbing Airport-Airpark Industrial Park 
Extension 

1999 $ 700,000 $ 2,200,000 $ 2,900,000 

Grand Rapids Airpark Industrial Park 
Expansion 

1999 $383,156 $260,000 $643,156 

City of Ely Wastewater Project 2000 $300,000 $10,119,739 $10, 419,739 

Cirrus Design Building, Duluth 2001 $3,450,000 $2,550,000 $6,000,000 

Laskin Energy Park Expansion, Hoyt 
Lakes 

2001 $225,000 $175,000 $375,000 

NRRI Mercury Reduction Project, 
Coleraine 

2001 $720,000 $480,000 $1,200,000 

NRRI Value Added Iron Hearth Pro-
ject, Coleraine 

2001 $720,000 $480,000 $1,200,000 

Duluth Airpark Industrial Park Expan-
sion 

2002 $1,260,000 $840,000 $2,100,000 

NRRI Design Prototype Center, Duluth 2003 $776,000 $523,600 $1,300,000 

Progress Park Expansion and MFG 
Bldg, Virginia and Eveleth 

2003 $2,825,000 $2,825,000 $5,650,000 

Cloquet Business Park 2004 $1,138,678 $1,138,678 $2,277,356 

Aitkin-Hwy 169 S Infrastructure Im-
provements 

2005 $1,572,362 $588,841 $2,161,203 

NRRI Aggregate Research and Devel-
opment 

2005 $245,000 $245,000 $490,000 

Cohasset Business Technology and 
Innovation Center 

2006 $904,900 $904,900 $1,809,800 

Duluth Airport Authority-North Busi-
ness Development Area 

2008 $1,431,033 $1,431,033 $2,862,066 

Public Infrastructure for Essar Steel of 
Minnesota 

2010 $1,4000,000 $1,400,000 $4,600,000 

Total Public Works Projects   $18,520,998 $26,447,770 $46,795,768 

Total All Funded   $19,261,998 $26,968,770 $44,830,768 

Figure 1A:  EDA Funded Investments, 1998-2010 
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Project Status EDA Grant Non-Federal Share 

Hired Hands Day Training Facil-
ity 

Application submitted 
2009 

$1,572,252 $1,965,315 

Itasca Eco-Industrial Park Application submitted, 
2010 

$1,175,000 $1,175,000 

Laskin Energy Park Rail and 
Infrastructure 

Discussed, Pre-
application reviewed 

$1,858,615 $1,858,615 

Virginia North Business Park Discussed $3,000,000 $6,000,000 

Mtn. Iron Renewable Energy 
Park 

Discussed $1,000,000 $2,000,000 

Figure A2: Pending EDA Investment Applications 



 


