INTRODUCTION

Douglas County’s economy differs considerably from many of its surrounding counties in Wisconsin,
primarily due to inclusion of the City of Superior Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA). Apart from this
difference, the remainder of the county relies heavily on natural resources related to the leisure and
hospitality industry. The county’s many lakes and woodlands sustain tourism, and at the same time the
county sustains the region’s largest manufacturing base, two of the main stays of the local economy.
Several factors or characteristics of the labor force and the economic base of the county play a major
role in its economic development and will be discussed in this element. In addition, the strengths and
weaknesses of the county with respect to attracting and retaining businesses will be explored along with
an inventory of the top 20 existing businesses. Finally, state, federal, county, and regional economic
development programs and organizations will be identified that apply to Douglas County.
ECONOMIC DEVEOPMENT VISION

“In 2030, Douglas County has wisely developed business and industrial areas providing
employment and increased retention of local workforce. In doing this, Douglas County has
elicited the cooperation of strong business leaders and utility providers to implement
affordable infrastructure to attract new businesses, reinvigorate existing businesses and
redevelop blighted business areas to new.”
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LABOR FORCE
The labor force is that portion of the population 16 years or older that is employed or unemployed but
actively looking for a job. Table 6.1 provides an overview of some of the key characteristics of the
population and labor force in Douglas County and Wisconsin.
Table 6.1: General Characteristics of the Population
CHARACTERISTICS

City of Superior

Douglas County

Wisconsin

Labor Force, 2019
Employed, 2019
Unemployed, 2019
Unemployment Rate, 2019
Labor Participation Rate, 2019
High School Graduate or Higher (25 or older), 2018
Bachelor's Degree or Higher (25 or older), 2018
Per Capita Income, 2018
Median Household Income, 2018
Persons in Poverty, 2018
Population Change (from 7/2010 to 7/2019)
Median Age, 2019

14,291
13,791
500
3.50%
65.90%
93%
23.10%
$26,709
$44,916
15.00%
-4.20%
NA

23,032
21,976
1,056
4.60%
64.10%
93.40%
24.00%
$28,888
$52,480
11.70%
-2.20%
41.9

3,104,064
2995710
108,354
3.50%
67.60%
91.90%
29.50%
$32,018
$59,209
11.00%
2.20%
39.2

Source: WI Department of Workforce Development

Douglas County’s population over the age of 60
is a much larger share of the total than the state
or the nation. This is reflected in the county’s
median age (41.9), which is substantially higher
than the state (39.2) or the national (38.2)
median age.
The labor force participation rate is the number
of residents who are either working or looking
for work divided by the total non-institutional
population over 16 years of age. The Douglas
County labor force participation rate (64.1%) is
notably lower than the Wisconsin rate (67.6%).
The lower participation rates in Douglas County
could reflect jobs that require more physical
labor; residents who move to the county to
retire – not work; or, part time jobs with hours
and pay rates that do not entice older workers.
Labor force participation rates are highest for
the middle age groups and lowest for the older
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age groups. This is typical. However, by 2020
the number of Douglas County residents over
55 years old in the labor force will increase from
30 percent to over 40 percent. This is usually.
Unemployment rates in Douglas County are
typically higher than the statewide and national
rate. This is due, in part, to the fact that there
are numerous seasonal and part-time jobs in
the county, many of which are for laborers and
entry-level positions.
Per capita, median household income and
average annual income in Douglas County all
are well below corresponding state
(approximately the 25th percentile) and
national figures. There are several reasons for
the low wages that are endemic in the county.
Nearly half of all employment in the county is in
the trade or services industry division, which
consists of many seasonal and part time jobs;

therefore, the people in these jobs do not work
the standard number of hours in a year, which
reduces the average annual wage. In addition
to being part time and seasonal, many of these
jobs are in trades where hourly wages are low.
Furthermore, because of the seasonality of
many jobs related to tourism and forestry,
there is more turnover and every time someone
starts a new job, they generally start at the
lowest wage. One more contributing factor to
the low wages is that many of the jobs in the
county are for laborers and entry-level
positions, which often translates to lower
wages.
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ECONOMIC BASE
Douglas County is a rural county with only one
city that has a population greater than 2,500,
the City of Superior. It has one of the major
Wisconsin north-south freeways, U.S. Highway
53, running through the middle of the county

and another major highway, U.S. Highway 2,
running from the northwest corner to the
northeast corner. Thus, a great proportion of
the local economic activity occurs near the
cities and towns that are located along this
highway system.

Employment by Industry
Based on data from Economic Modeling Specialists International (EMSI), Douglas County was home to
an average of 1,663 payrolled business locations with 26,264 jobs in 2020. Table 6.2 lists Douglas
County’s top ten businesses by industry sector using the new North American Industry Classification
System (NAICS). Jobs that are exempt or otherwise not covered by unemployment insurance are not
included in the Covered Employment and Wages tabulations.
Table 6.2: 2020 Top Ten Non-Farm Industry Groups in Douglas County (Employed labor force)

Industry Sector
All Industries
Local Government
Food Services and Drinking Places
Truck Transportation
Nursing and Residential Care Facilities
Specialty Trade Contractors
State Government
Social Assistance
Ambulatory Health Care Services
Administrative and Support Services
Rail Transportation

Number of Payrolled
Business Locations
1,147
50
135
24
15
74
9
121
41
47
**

Number of Jobs
17,708
2,030
1,672
862
686
669
654
608
489
488
398

% Of Total Employment
100.00%
11.46%
9.44%
4.87%
3.87%
3.78%
3.69%
3.43%
2.76%
2.76%
2.25%

** Data suppressed to maintain confidentiality
Source: EMSI, 2020

According to the U.S. Census Bureau,
nonemployers are businesses with no paid
employees but are subject to federal income
tax. These nonemployers are typically selfemployed individuals or partnerships that they
have chosen not to incorporate. In 2017, there
were 2,230 nonemployer establishments in
Douglas County. Nationally and in Wisconsin,
the large majority of businesses are
nonemployers, sole proprietors or partnerships
that provide jobs and income only for the
owners. This is true in Douglas County as well,
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where nonemployer businesses exceed the
number of payrolled establishments by 34%.
Deeper insight can be gained through an
examination of Douglas County NAICS sectors
by examining employment hiring and wage
demographics. Table 6.3 uses an industry focus
of Douglas County’s ranked top public and
private non-farm industries.

Table 6.3: 2020 Ranked NAICS Douglas County Industries (Public & Private Non-Farm)
NACIS
Code

11
21
22
23
31
42
44
48
51
52
53
54
55
56
61
62
71
72
81
90
99

INDUSTRY

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting
Mining, Quarrying, and Oil and Gas Extraction
Utilities
Construction
Manufacturing
Wholesale Trade
Retail Trade
Transportation and Warehousing
Information
Finance and Insurance
Real Estate and Rental and Leasing
Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services
Management of Companies and Enterprises
Administrative and Support and Waste
Management and Remediation Services
Educational Services
Health Care and Social Assistance
Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation
Accommodation and Food Services
Other Services (except Public Administration)
Government
Unclassified Industry
TOTAL

$36,768
Insf. Data
$131,222
$67,192
$78,750
$60,957
$33,508
$80,825
$40,286
$66,824
$39,750
$58,253
$111,640
$41,168

2020 - 2030
Project Job
Growth
(8%)
Insf. Data
(15%)
8%
19%
(10%)
2%
(2%)
57%
(3%)
13%
(1%)
11%
(3%)

$12,305
$43,835
$25,159
$17,416
$25,811
$65,920
$0
$53,432

22%
14%
19%
3%
(14%)
(3%)
0%
4%

Avg. Earnings
Per Job

2020 Jobs

2030 Jobs

65
<10
118
1,075
1,955
587
1,972
1,885
228
357
194
382
201
488

60
<10
100
1,166
2,324
528
2,019
1,851
359
346
220
377
223
475

158
2,028
321
2,021
861
2,940
0
17,843

192
2,312
381
2,084
739
2,857
0
18,620

* Source: EMSI, 2020

One of the first items noted in Table 6.3 are the
negative values found under 2020-2030
Projected Job Growth. A negative figure in that
column indicates that a particular industry
sector is contracting, in terms of job growth.

This may be a function of declining market
activity, efficiency modifications or automation
which results in declining job growth.
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As shown in Table 6.3, the largest number of
jobs in the county is in the Government industry
sector (NAICS 90). The largest private sector
industry in Douglas County is Manufacturing
(NAICS 31), which is closely linked to Wholesale
Trade (NAICS 42) and Transportation and
Warehousing (NAICS 48) and Wholesale Trade
(NAICS 42). To a large extent, these industry
sectors have a symbiotic relationship.
Furthermore, the City of Superior serves as both
the largest railway hub and switching yard and
the largest port city on the Great Lake of
Superior. Both of these have distinct
advantages for trans-modal shipping and
warehousing and manufacturing. Larger
manufacturing operations in the City of
Superior, contribute greatly to the sectors’
prominence in the county. Projected job growth
in this sector (+19%) is expected to significantly
exceed statewide growth in this sector of -2%.
The Health Care and Social Assistance industry
sector (NAICS 62) is the next largest sector in
Douglas County. The Duluth-Superior MSA plays
a major role. It is host to the regions’ only Level
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I trauma center, Furthermore, Superior is the
only city in the northwest region of Wisconsin
that has a well-developed system of mass
transportation. This is beneficial to support a
large elderly population, and many elderly
persons living on marginal fixed incomes will
prefer to transition from a rural to urban setting
to eliminate large transportation maintenance
costs and live in close proximity to multiple
large retail outlets.
Retail trade (NAICS 44) is also one of the larger
industry sectors in Douglas County. One
explanation for this is the fact that the DuluthSuperior MSA serves as a magnet for
commerce. It is the largest commercial
shopping district serving a 60-mile radius.
Douglas County Businesses
Table 6.4 lists the top 20 employers in Douglas
County as of in 2020 per the Wisconsin
Department of Workforce Development. Most
of these companies are located in or near the
City of Superior.

Table 6.4: Top Employers by Size Range in Douglas County (Public and Private)

Employer Name
University of WI-Superior Svc
Essentia Health St. Mary's
Lakehead Constructors
Superior Public Works Dept
Walmart Supercenter
Foster Holding Group Inc.
St. Mary's Hospital of Superior
Superior High School
Calumet Superior LLC
Enbridge Liquids Transportation
Lake Assault Boats LLC
Challenge Center
Menards
Charter NEX Films
Jeff Foster Collision Center
Superior Rehabilitation Center
Walt Moss Trucking Inc.
Middle River Health & Rehab
Northern Lights Elementary School
Wisconsin Indianhead Technical College
Smart Data Solutions
Super One Foods
Douglas County Sheriff's Dept
Golden Living Center
Lighthouse of Superior

City
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Lake Nebagamon
South Range
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior
Superior

Size Range
500-999
500-999
500-999
250-499
250-499
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249
100-249

Annual Sales Range
N/A
$10M-19M
$100M-499M
N/A
$50M-99M
$20M-49M
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
$1M-2.4M
$5M-9M
$20M-49M
$20M-49M
$10M-19M
$10M-19M
$20M-49M
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
$20M-49M
N/A
$5M-9M
$5M-9M

Source: WI Department of Workforce Development, 2020

Table 6.5 lists the top 20 private industries by three-digit NAICS code in Douglas County as of December
2006 per the U.S. Census. Employment in these industry subsectors accounts for over 50% of all
employment in Douglas County.
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Table 6.5: Ranked Top 20 Private Industries by 3-Digit NAICS Code (2020)
Rank Industry

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20

All NAICS subsectors
722 Food Services and Drinking Places
484 Truck Transportation
623 Nursing and Residential Care Facilities
238 Specialty Trade Contractors
624 Social Assistance
621 Ambulatory Health Care Services
561 Administrative and Support Services
482 Rail Transportation
445 Food and Beverage Stores
541 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services
452 General Merchandise Stores
333 Machinery Manufacturing
447 Gasoline Stations
813 Religious, Grantmaking, Civic, Professional, and Similar
Organizations
336 Transportation Equipment Manufacturing
721 Accommodation
423 Merchant Wholesalers, Durable Goods
326 Plastics and Rubber Products Manufacturing
236 Construction of Buildings
424 Merchant Wholesalers, Nondurable Goods

Avg. Quarterly Employment

17708
1672
862
686
669
608
489
488
398
394
391
371
338
334
332
318
318
316
307
305
274

[Source: Dept. of Commerce, US Census – LED, Industry focus

It is noteworthy that as of 2012, 28.9% (Census
Annual Economic Survey, 2012) of all businesses
in Douglas County are listed as women-owned
Firms. In 2002, this statistic was 34.5%. This
figure is slightly lower than the statewide
percentage of 31.7%. Minorities are
dramatically under-represented in business
ownership (5%), particularly among Black and
Hispanic or Latino populations. The statewide
minority business owner rate is was 9.6% in
2012.
Table 6.6 lists the countywide employment
projections (by occupation) for the period 20202030, while Table 6.7 depicts the projected
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twenty fastest growing occupations (NAICS 2Digit) in Douglas County for the period 20202030.

Table 6.6: Douglas County Employment Projections (Occupation) 2020-2030 (NAICS 2-Digit)
Occupation Title
Management Occupations
Business and Financial
Operations Occupations
Computer and
Mathematical Occupations
Architecture and
Engineering Occupations
Life, Physical, and Social
Science Occupations
Community and Social
Service Occupations
Legal Occupations
Education, Training, and
Library Occupations
Arts, Design,
Entertainment, Sports, and
Media Occupations
Healthcare Practitioners
and Technical Occupations
Healthcare Support
Occupations
Protective Service
Occupations
Food Preparation and
Serving Related
Occupations
Building and Grounds
Cleaning and Maintenance
Occupations
Personal Care and Service
Occupations
Sales and Related
Occupations
Office and Administrative
Support Occupations
Farming, Fishing, and
Forestry Occupations
Construction and
Extraction Occupations

733

2020 2030
Change
65

2020 2030 %
Change
10%

302

Annual
Replacement
Rate
0.083

Annual
Replacement
Jobs
58

558

599

41

268

229

0.092

54

22

167

233

40%

77

57

0.073

15

21

222

16

7%

85

82

0.083

19

6

79

3

4%

22

23

0.074

6

339

332

(7)

(2%)

171

157

0.108

36

5

83

85

2

2%

21

20

0.061

5

129

1,372

1,364

(8)

(1%)

588

574

0.092

126

31

226

238

12

5%

143

140

0.124

29

61

729

799

70

10%

204

204

0.069

52

52

413

445

32

8%

230

226

0.113

48

31

342

349

7

2%

129

127

0.086

30

373

2,078

2,181

103

5%

2,327

2,205

0.169

360

57

416

419

3

1%

341

315

0.132

55

130

781

900

119

15%

491

470

0.138

116

259

1,625

1,659

34

2%

1,160

1,265

0.153

250

312

2,486

2,442

(44)

(2%)

1,708

1,716

0.123

304

8

49

42

(7)

(14%)

61

60

0.161

7

112

899

960

61

7%

1,280

1,103

0.111

104

Annual
Openings

2020
Jobs

2030
Jobs

2020
Hires

2020
Separations

66

668

263

59

7%

66

238

76

39
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Occupation Title
Installation, Maintenance,
and Repair Occupations
Production Occupations
Transportation and
Material Moving
Occupations
Military-only occupations
Unclassified Occupation
ALL OCCUPATIONS

Annual
Openings

2020
Jobs

2030
Jobs

2020 2030
Change

2020 2030 %
Change

2020
Hires

2020
Separations

Annual
Replacement
Rate

Annual
Replacement
Jobs

94

859

919

60

7%

527

508

0.097

86

217

1,599

1,758

159

10%

1,003

997

0.116

197

219

1,804

1,798

(6)

(0%)

1,126

1,083

0.119

215

6

52

49

(3)

(6%)

26

26

0.114

6

0

0

0

0

0%

0

0

0.000

0

2,309

17,843

18,620

777

4%

12,251

11,889

-

2,178

Source: EMSI, 2020

Table 6.7: Douglas County Top-20 Fastest Growing Occupations 2020-2030 (NAIICS 5-Digit)

Description

Annual
Openings

Typical Entry Level Education

2018 Median
Hourly Earnings

Cashiers
Combined Food Preparation and Serving Workers, Including Fast Food
Heavy and Tractor-Trailer Truck Drivers
Retail Salespersons
Personal Care Aides
Bartenders
Waiters and Waitresses
Office Clerks, General
Receptionists and Information Clerks
Assemblers and Fabricators, All Other, Including Team Assemblers
Laborers and Freight, Stock, and Material Movers, Hand
Maintenance and Repair Workers, General
Cooks, Restaurant
Customer Service Representatives
Teacher Assistants
Welders, Cutters, Solderers, and Brazers
Stock Clerks and Order Fillers
First-Line Supervisors of Food Preparation and Serving Workers
Janitors and Cleaners, Except Maids and Housekeeping Cleaners
Inspectors, Testers, Sorters, Samplers, and Weighers
Carpenters

116
102
79
78
76
74
63
55
41
40
39
39
37
37
37
37
32
28
27
25
24

No formal educational credential
No formal educational credential
Postsecondary nondegree award
No formal educational credential
High school diploma or equivalent
No formal educational credential
No formal educational credential
High school diploma or equivalent
High school diploma or equivalent
High school diploma or equivalent
No formal educational credential
High school diploma or equivalent
No formal educational credential
High school diploma or equivalent
Some college, no degree
High school diploma or equivalent
High school diploma or equivalent
High school diploma or equivalent
No formal educational credential
High school diploma or equivalent
High school diploma or equivalent

$10.92
$10.93
$25.17
$11.34
$12.72
$7.95
$7.77
$19.15
$12.13
$15.93
$13.87
$20.44
$10.49
$14.17
$16.55
$22.65
$9.99
$12.73
$11.78
$15.74
$20.34

Source: EMSI, 2020
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Worker Commuter Patterns
Table 6.8 shows the commuting patterns for
Douglas County based on ACS 2011-2015 data.
The county has a large share of residents
employed outside of the county. Almost 40
percent of the commuting workforce who live
in the county traveled elsewhere for a job; with
the bulk of commuters (86.5%) travelling across
the river to St. Louis County, MN.

About 82 percent of commuters traveling into
Douglas County come from with the counties of
St. Louis, Lake and Carlton in Minnesota.
Approximately another 8.5% came from the
neighboring counties of Bayfield and Washburn
in Wisconsin.

Table 6.8: Douglas County Commuting Patterns, 2011-2015

Live In:
Douglas Co. WI

Totals

Work In
Douglas County, WI
St. Louis County, MN
Carlton County, MN
Washburn County, WI
Bayfield County, WI
Hennepin County, MN
Lake County, MN
Ashland County, WI
Sawyer County, WI
Burnett County, WI
Ramsey County, MN
Barron County, WI
Price County, WI
Elsewhere

Count
12,629
7,257
254
213
90
53
38
37
36
34
32
31
28
288
21,020

Travel To:
Douglas Co. WI

Totals

From:
Douglas County, WI
St. Louis County, MN
Carlton County, MN
Bayfield County, WI,
Lake County, MN
Pine County, MN
Ashland County, WI
Washburn County, WI
Barron County, WI
Burnett County, WI
Gogebic County, MI
Polk County, WI
Eau Claire County, WI
Elsewhere

Count
12,629
3432
510
404
250
60
51
35
31
28
27
25
22
263
17,767

Source: Census 2000, County to County Worker Flow Files, WI Dept. of Workforce Development
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ATTRACTING AND RETAINING BUSINESS AND
INDUSTY
Historically, business attraction has centered on
manufacturing and will likely continue to do so;
but increasingly, attracting retail, tourism,
technology, and service-oriented businesses has
become important in order to diversify and
expand business clusters in the area. To be
successful, an attractive and competitive
environment must be provided.
Entrepreneurship and small business
development are necessary to create new jobs
and provide stability to the local economic base.
Because of structural changes in the economy
and the transition from a primarily physicallabor industrial age economy to an intellectuallabor, information age or knowledge-based
economy, the development of technologybased businesses has become even more
important to attract high-skilled, high-paying
jobs. Douglas County, as indicated in the
following sections, has the necessary amenities,
such as high-speed access, adequate power
sources, and access to financing to attract
knowledge-based businesses.
It is estimated that 85 percent of the
employment in an area is generated by the
existing businesses; therefore, retaining these
companies is a high priority for local officials
and economic development organizations. To
accomplish this, the obstacles that restrict the
growth of existing businesses must be removed
and assistance must be given to help businesses
remain competitive in a global economy. This
section provides information on existing
programs, initiatives, infrastructure, and
organizations available to attract/retain
businesses and industries in Douglas County.
SuperiorLife Technology Zone Program
In June 2002, Douglas County was one of six
counties in Northwest Wisconsin designated as
a Technology Zone (called SuperiorLife) by the
Wisconsin Department of Commerce.
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Developed out of the Build Wisconsin initiative,
the Technology Zone program brings $5 million
in income tax incentives for high-tech
development in the area. The Technology Zone
program will help the county generate highwage jobs through the startup and expansion of
technology-based businesses.
The SuperiorLife Technology Zone designation is
designed to attract and retain high-wage
workers to the region and foster regional
partnerships to promote entrepreneurship. The
Department of Commerce will certify eligible
businesses for tax credits based on their ability
to create high-wage jobs and investment and
support the development of high-tech
industries in the region.
Workforce Development
WoodLINKS is a program designed to respond
to the serious lack of skilled workers in the
wood industry. It is an industry education
partnership designed to enhance the wood
product industry competitiveness and economic
development through significant improvement
of entry-level work force skills.
The WoodLINKS program is designed to attract
young people to the wood industry and provide
solid wood manufacturing education through
high schools. The program combines traditional
classroom training with experienced based
learning both in schools and in cooperating
industry partners.
Wisconsin Indianhead Technical College (WITC)
is an accredited postsecondary educational
institution serving Northwestern Wisconsin,
with a campus located in Superior. WITC offers
customized training and technical assistance to
business and industry to help them become
more competitive, increase productivity, and to
retain workers. This customized training is
available at the business site or in a campus
classroom setting.

The Northwest Wisconsin Concentrated
Employment Program, Inc. (NWCEP) is a nonprofit corporation whose mission is to
strengthen the economy by providing effective
and efficient workforce development services
to businesses and workers. In existence since
1968, it administers programs to help local
youth and adults gain marketable skills and find
better jobs. In addition, NWCEP provides a
variety of services, including workshops,
conferences, and newsletters for businesses
and business development. Although its main
office is in Ashland, it has a satellite office
located in Douglas County.
Business Development Assistance
There are several options available for small
businesses in Douglas County seeking technical
assistance. One is the Wisconsin Business
Innovation Corporation (WBIC), a partner
organization formed by the Northwest Regional
Planning Commission (NWRPC). WBIC was
created by NWRPC in 1996 to foster economic
development of new technology business
startups and expansions in Wisconsin. Since the
WBIC was formed, WBIC and NWRPC have
received several national awards and
recognition for innovation related to economic
development. WBIC operates two revolving
loan funds and created the Wisconsin Rural
Enterprise Fund (WREF) – the first ‘communitybased’ venture capital fund corporation in the
Region.
A primary goal of the WBIC is to facilitate the
technology transfer of new innovations into the
marketplace to promote economic
development and high-skilled job growth. One
such successful innovation was the creation of
Botanic Oil Innovations, Inc., which eventually
transitioned to private ownership. In 2010,
WBIC created Wolf Wood, Inc. This company
applies a proprietary treating process
to low-grade wood species that makes the
wood virtually resistant to humidity and water
damage.

Another source for technical assistance is the
University of Wisconsin-Superior Small Business
Development Center (SBDC). It assists
entrepreneurs, small business owners, and
managers who are in the pre-venture, start-up,
or existing business stage. SBDC offer
confidential, one-to-one counseling on business
management topics through personal visits,
email, and telephone. The center maintains a
business-to business network so a new business
can ask for business expertise from a pertinent
resource.
Technical assistance for small businesses is also
available through the SCORE Association
(Service Corps of Retired Executives), which is a
resource partner with the U.S. Small Business
Administration. There is a chapter in
neighboring Douglas County that offers help
with any business questions, strategy, and
concerns. Small business counseling is available
via telephone, email, workshops, and activities.
Access to Financing and Venture Capital
Small businesses create the lion's share of new
jobs but are the least able to obtain reasonable
financing for job-creating expansions and startups. Because of the shortage of long-term
financing, small businesses are frequently
unable to match the term of financing with the
life of the asset.
The Northwest Wisconsin Business
Development Corporation (NWBDC) is a nonprofit corporation formed by NWRPC to address
the critical need for business financing in
Northwest Wisconsin. Its office is located in the
City of Spooner in Douglas County. It is
targeted at the best economic development
opportunities of the area: the timber and wood
products industry, tourism, and other
manufacturing and service industries.
NWBDC manages three revolving loan funds
(RLFs) and a technology seed fund. The overall
goal of the RLFs is to stimulate private sector
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investment in long-term business assets and to
create new jobs. The funds partially fill the gap
in private capital markets for long-term fixed
rate financing. The technology seed fund can
be used to complete research and development
activities and validate the technology, develop
prototypes, and file patents and copyrights.
Beginning in late 2000, the Wisconsin Business
Innovation Corporation established a
community-based venture capital (equity) fund
called the Wisconsin Rural Enterprise Fund, LLC
(WREF). It was formed to create a capital fund
that would provide self-sustaining, moderate
growth through financial investments made in
local rural businesses that meet the WREF
criteria resulting in positive benefits for rural
communities. Technology intensive businesses,
which have the potential to create high-skilled,
high-wage jobs in rural areas, are the targeted
businesses. A typical equity investment in a
business ranges from $25,000 to $250,000 and
allows the ability to leverage other financing
three to four times the amount of the equity
capital. Equity investments made by the WREF
require the company establish/maintain a
manufacturing facility in northwest Wisconsin.
Technology intensive businesses, which have
the potential to create high-skilled, high-wage
jobs in rural areas, are the targeted businesses.
Currently, it is the only Northwest Wisconsin
community-based venture capital fund; and its
members include, besides WBIC, rural electric
cooperatives and local community development
organizations.
In addition to the NWBDC loan funds, Douglas
County has a local revolving loan fund available
to small businesses for start up and expansion
purposes. The fund was originally established
by a grant from the Wisconsin Department of
Commerce to help a county business. As that
money comes back in, it is being used to help
other businesses.
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PHYSICAL INFRASTRUCTURE
One of the factors limiting economic
development activity in rural Douglas County is
access to municipal services, such as sewer and
water. These services are currently available
within incorporated communities, such as the
Villages of Poplar, Solon Springs and within the
City of Superior. Given the absence of these
services in the rural areas, it is unlikely that a
large commercial or industrial enterprise would
locate in these areas. With the exception those
communities along US Highway’s 2 & 53, and
position as the economic hub of Douglas County.

State Highway 35, access to major
transportation routes and facilities is limited
across much of rural Douglas County. The City
of Superior, which is situated at the nexus of
several major transportation routes, has a much
greater economic development advantage in
terms of transportation access. Access to rail,
trucking and commercial shipping through the
port of Duluth/Superior further cements the
cities
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ISSUES & OPPORTUNITES
Based on input from representatives from economic development organizations, the county board, local
businesses, and local units of government from Douglas County, the following strengths and weaknesses
of the county were identified with respect to attracting and retaining businesses and industries.
Strengths for Attracting and Retaining Business & Industry
•
•
•
•

A reliable workforce for potential businesses
Lake Superior - Natural Resources
Educational opportunities
Readily available utilities & affordable

•
•
•

Rails & shipping
TIF districts - in local areas
Adjacent to major hub (Duluth)

•
•
•
•

Technology
Support services for University
Marine research
Recreation can create jobs (B & B's, Trails,
sale of products)

Types of Business and Industry Desired by the County
•
•
•
•
•

Rural occupations - forestry, agriculture,
aquaculture
Small manufacturing
Incubator - green technology
Support services for arts & culture
Make better use of local educators

Quality of Life
A good quality of life is becoming increasingly
important to employers and employees alike,
not only in Wisconsin, but around the country.
Douglas County has a premium quality of
personal life, with a beautiful physical
environment, excellent quality and quantity of
water, a good public education system (K-12
and vocational), excellent public services, and
an above average labor force with a good work
ethic. Natural, recreational, and lifestyle
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amenities abound throughout the county and
tranquility and solitude of the great outdoors is
plentiful.
The lack of traffic jams and low crime rates
enhance the quality living environment. Clean,
unpolluted air, as well as lots of open space for
recreation and expansion, adds to the general
overall quality of life to residents of Douglas
County.

TOURISM IMPACT TO THE LOCAL ECONOMY
Douglas County is a vacationland for local and
distance travelers and ranks 28nd in the state
for traveler spending. Its natural amenities, an
abundance of woods and water, significantly
contribute to the number of visitors to Douglas
County. Businesses that cater to tourism, such
as motels, resorts, campgrounds, B&Bs, and
retail stores complement the hundreds of miles
of snowmobiling and biking trails as well as the
many parks, golf courses, historic sites, and area
attractions.

Tourism is an extremely vital part of Douglas
County’s economy. According to the State
Department of Tourism, visitors to Douglas
County in 2006 spent a total of nearly $127
million. Summer is the top tourism season and
generated traveler expenditures of $50 million.
Winter/spring travelers spent an average of $21
million, and fall visitors spent $34 million.

Table 6.9: Douglas County Tourism Expenditures
Douglas County

Direct Visitor
Spending

Total Business
Sales

Employment

Total Labor
Income

State & Local
Taxes

2018
2019

$103.2 M
$106.4 M

$149.5 M
$154.3 M

1,324
1,377

$29.7 M
$31.3 M

$11.5 M
$11.8 M

Source: Wisconsin Dept. of Tourism, March 2005; WI Dept. of Administration – Demographics Services Center

Since 2006, total business sales related to
tourism in Douglas County increased by 21.7
percent, from $126.8 million in 2006 to $154.3
million in 2019. Counting all people in 2019
employed both directly and indirectly as a result
of tourism in Douglas County, traveler spending
supported 1,377 jobs in the county. Employees
in the county earned an estimated $31.3 million
in wages generated from tourist spending.
The total impact of tourism extends far into the
county, making a contribution to schools and
local governments. State and local revenues
(property taxes, sales taxes, lodging taxes, etc.)
collected as a result of tourist spending in
Douglas County resulted in an estimated $11.8
million in 2019.
REDEVELOPMENT SITES
Comprehensive plans funded by Wisconsin
Comprehensive Planning Grants are required to
identify development and redevelopment areas
referred to as “smart growth areas (Wisconsin
Statutes (16.965(1)(b)).” Smart Growth Areas

include sites that will enable the development
and redevelopment of lands with existing
infrastructure and municipal, state and utility
services, where practicable, or that will
encourage efficient development patterns that
are both contiguous to existing development
and at densities which have relatively low
municipal, state governmental and utility costs.
In rural Douglas County, no major
redevelopment areas have been identified.
Areas outside of the incorporated communities
are generally not served by municipal
infrastructure. Rural compact design and
development efficiency are reflected in the
future land use maps of individual jurisdictions.
In rural towns, small scale redevelopment
opportunities could include the redevelopment
or reuse of former commercial enterprise sites.
While revitalization of these individual
properties will not generally be discouraged,
their redevelopment or reuse may not
constitute the creation of a “Smart Growth
Area” as defined in State Statutes. Many of
these sites are located within relatively remote
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areas, have little connectivity to existing
development and have no municipal services.
There are numerous redevelopment
opportunities within the City of Superior.
Detailed information regarding these sites can
be found in the City of Superior Comprehensive
Plan.
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS AND
ORGANIZATIONS
There are many programs at the federal, state,
county, and regional level that can help Douglas
County in the support and development of
economic development efforts. In addition,
there are programs available to assist individual
businesses in start-up and expansion. This
section contains a list of the major agencies and
programs that are most likely to be used by the
county in its economic development efforts. In
addition to programs, there are economic
development organizations throughout the
county that provide assistance to local units of
government and businesses. These are also
listed in this section.
FEDERAL PROGRAMS
Economic Development Administration
The U.S. Department of Commerce Economic
Development Administration offers two
programs for assistance with economic
development that apply to Douglas County.
One is the Public Works and Economic
Development Facilities Assistance Program,
which supports the construction or
rehabilitation of essential public infrastructure
and development facilities necessary to
generate private sector jobs and investment,
including investments that support technologyled development, redevelopment of brownfield
sites, and eco-industrial development.
Secondly, the Economic Adjustment Assistance
Program is available to: (1) address the
immediate needs of businesses and
communities presently undergoing transition
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due to a sudden and severe job loss; and (2)
demonstrate new and proactive approaches for
economic competitiveness and innovative
capacity for threatened regions and
communities.
USDA Wisconsin Rural Development
Several loan and grant programs of benefit to
the county and local business development are
available from the USDA Rural Development.
One of those programs is the Community
Facility Guaranteed Loans Program, which
provides funding to local units of government to
construct, enlarge, extend, or otherwise
improve community facilities providing
essential services in rural areas and towns.
The Rural Economic Development Loans and
Grants Program helps develop projects that will
result in a sustainable increase in economic
productivity, job creation, and incomes in rural
areas. Projects may include business start-ups
and expansion, community development,
incubator projects, medical and training
projects, and feasibility studies.
The purpose of the Business and Industry Direct
Loan Program is to improve, develop, or finance
business, industry, and employment and
improve the economic and environmental
climate in rural communities. Loan purposes
include purchase and expansion of land,
equipment, buildings, and working capital.
Loans to public bodies can be used to finance
community facilities and construct and equip
industrial plants for lease to private businesses.
The Community Facilities Direct Loans and
Grants Program provides funding for essential
community facilities (CF) such as municipal
buildings, day care centers, and health and
safety facilities. Examples include fire halls, fire
trucks, clinics, nursing homes, and hospitals. CF
loans and grants may also be used for such

things as activity centers for the handicapped,
schools, libraries, and other community
buildings.
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STATE PROGRAMS
Wisconsin Department of Administration
At least two programs are available to local
units of government through the Wisconsin
Department of Administration. The first
program is the Community Development Block
Grant for Economic Development (CDBG-ED).
Its purpose is to provide resources to local
governments that will enable them to assist
economic development projects in their
community CDBG-ED grant funds are awarded
to local governments to assist businesses to
create or retain jobs for individuals with low
and moderate incomes. Examples of eligible
projects include: business loans to expand
facilities or purchase equipment, specialized
employee training, or business infrastructure
projects. Typical CDBG-ED awards are $7,000$10,000 per job created or retained, however
the amount of funds awarded per job is at the
discretion of DEHCR. At least 51% of the jobs
created or retained must be held by low-and
moderate-income (LMI) persons.
The second program is the Community
Development Block Grant Public Facilities for
Economic Development (CDBG-PFED). These
grants are awarded to local governments for
public infrastructure projects that support
business expansion or retention. Examples of
eligible applications include: new or improved
water & sewer service and streets that result in
business expansion and job opportunities for
low- and moderate-income individuals.
Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation
Brownfields Grant Program
WEDC provides grant funds to local
governments, businesses, nonprofits and
individuals for redeveloping commercial and
industrial sites that have been adversely
impacted by environmental contamination.
Brownfield Site Assessment
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provides grants of up to $150,000 to local
governments seeking to redevelop sites with
economic or community development potential
that are or may be adversely impacted by
environmental contamination. Grant funds are
to be utilized to define the degree and extent of
groundwater and soil contamination along with
identifying and assessing vapor intrusion issues.
Business Development Loan Program
This program offers financing primarily to small
businesses that have limited access to standard
types of debt or equity financing, particularly,
but not limited to, rural areas of the state. The
program is intended to provide gap financing to
existing businesses seeking to expand, increase
operational efficiency, or enhance
competitiveness in key Wisconsin industries.
Loans under this program are typically not less
than $100,000 but may not exceed
$500,000.
Business Development Tax Credits
providing businesses located in or relocating to
Wisconsin with refundable tax credits that can
help to reduce their Wisconsin
income/franchise tax liability or provide a
refund, thereby helping to enhance their cash
flow to expand the project’s scope, accelerate
the timing of the project or enhance payroll.
Capacity Building Grants
This program provides funds to assist
organizations and local and regional economic
development groups to further the goals of
WEDC in its efforts to foster an advanced
economic development network within the
state of Wisconsin. Grants are generally up to
$50,000 with a match requirement
Community Development Investment Grant
This program supports urban, small city and
rural community redevelopment efforts by

providing financial incentives for shovel-ready
projects with emphasis on, but not limited to,
downtown community-driven efforts.
Development Opportunity Zone Tax Credits
The program supports job creation, job
retention, capital investment and
environmental remediation by providing
nonrefundable tax credits that can help to
reduce a company’s Wisconsin state income tax
liability.
Disaster Recovery Microloan
The program provides grants to pre-approved
regional entities with the capacity to deploy
rapid response microloans to businesses
affected by disasters, either natural or
manmade.

Industrial Revenue Bonds
IRB bonds are tax-exempt bonds that can be
used to stimulate capital investment and job
creation by providing private borrowers with
access to financing at interest rates that are
lower than conventional bank loans.
Idle Sites Redevelopment Program
The program offers grants of up to $500,000 to
Wisconsin communities for the redevelopment
of sites that have been idle, abandoned or
underutilized for a period of at least five years.
Main Street and Connect Communities Program

The program supports job creation, job
retention, capital investment, training and
Wisconsin supply chain investment by providing
companies with refundable tax credits.

WEDC provides technical assistance to
communities in the planning, management, and
implementation of strategic development
projects in downtowns and urban
neighborhoods. This includes Main Street
support and Connect Communities, which is
aimed at supplementing the Main Street
program by expanding services to more
downtowns across the state.

Fabrication Laboratories Grant

Minority Business Development

The program is designed to support hands-on
science, technology, engineering, arts and math
(STEAM) education by assisting public school
districts with equipment purchases used for
instructional and educational purposes in
fabrication laboratories in Wisconsin schools.

The program is designed to support minority,
women and veteran business development
through direct assistance to nonprofit
organizations and businesses in Wisconsin.

Enterprise Zone Tax Credits

Historic Preservation Tax Credits
The Historic Preservation Tax Credit Program
provides transferable tax credits to eligible
entities rehabilitating certified historic
buildings. The state program acts as a
supplement to the federal program, allowing
for a state credit of 20 percent of qualified
rehabilitation expenditures for certified historic
structure

Workforce Training Grants
The program aids businesses in attracting,
developing and retaining talent as a part of a
business development project. The program
provides grant funds to businesses to upgrade
or improve the job-related skills of a business’s
existing and new employees.
Wisconsin Department of Tourism
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Joint Effort Marketing (JEM) Grant Program
The Joint Effort Marketing Grant Program offers
funding and guidance to make a promotion or
event come to fruition. The grant reimburses
Wisconsin non-profit organizations for qualified
advertising costs. There are five unique
categories of JEM grant to fit an organization’s
needs.
Tourist Information Center (TIC) Grant Program
The Tourist Information Center (TIC) Grant
Program is open to non-profit tourism
organizations, municipalities or Native
American tribes who operate a regional tourist
information center.
Ready, Set, Go! (RSG) Grant Program
The Ready, Set, Go! Grant Program assists
destinations in securing competitive sporting
events that require an upfront cash or financial
commitment.
Meetings Mean Business (MMB) Grant Program
The Meetings Mean Business (MMB) Grant
Program helps potential Wisconsin destinations
by providing financial assistance for facility
costs or host destination expenses as they bid
for regional and national meetings or
conventions
Wisconsin Department of Transportation
Available from the Wisconsin Department of
Transportation is a program called the
Transportation Facilities Economic Assistance
and Development Program (TEA). The intent of
the TEA program is to help support new
business development in Wisconsin by funding
transportation improvements that are needed
to secure jobs in the state. A governing body, a
business, a consortium group, or any
combination thereof can apply for TEA program
funding.
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REGIONAL PROGRAMS
Northwest Regional Planning Commission
The Northwest Regional Planning Commission is
a cooperative venture of the local units of
governments in the ten counties of Ashland,
Bayfield, Burnett, Douglas, Iron, Price, Rusk,
Sawyer, Taylor, and Douglas and the five tribal
nations of Bad River, Lac Courte Oreilles, Red
Cliff, St. Croix, and Lac du Flambeau in the
region. The purpose of NWRPC is to assist the
communities of the membership to promote
sustainable economic development, develop
public facilities, provide planning and technical
services, efficiently manage and conserve
natural resources, and protect the
environment. Every three years, NWRPC, with
the cooperation of the local units of
government in its region, prepares a
Comprehensive Economic Development
Strategy (CEDS) for the entire northwest region.
The CEDS is updated at the mid-point of the
three-year period.
In an effort to build a focused development
strategy for the northwest region, NWRPC
developed four non-profit development
corporations, each focusing on a specific area
need and opportunity including: 1) financing for
business startup and expansions (Northwest
Wisconsin Business Development Corporation),
2) technology-based business development
(Wisconsin Business Innovation Corporation), 3)
a regional-based Revolving loan fund
(Northwest Wisconsin Rural Economic
Development Fund), and 4) affordable housing
(Northwest Affordable Housing, Inc.). A fifth
development corporation, the Wisconsin Rural
Enterprise Fund (WREF) was the first
community-based venture capital fund created
in Wisconsin, and it focuses on new technology
development by providing bridge financing to
companies that wish to market proprietary
technology products in northwest Wisconsin.

Northwest Wisconsin Business Development
Corporation
A strategic partner of the Northwest Regional
Planning Commission, the Northwest Wisconsin
Business Development Corporation has
available revolving loan funds to address a gap
in private capital markets for long-term, fixed
rate, low down-payment, and low interest
financing to assist businesses in job
creation/retention and growth.
LOCAL PROGRAMS & RESOURCES
The Development Association, Inc.
The Development Association, Inc. is a
nonprofit 501 (c)(6) organization. Its mission is
to assist with retention, expansion, creation and
recruitment of businesses in Superior and
Douglas County Wisconsin. The organization
administers the Douglas County Revolving Loan
Fund.
Superior Business Center, Inc.
The Superior Business Center (SBC) is a business
incubator facility serving Superior and Douglas
County. The SBC encourages the creation of
new, viable businesses, as well as the
generation and retention of long-term, selfsustaining enterprises.
Northeast Entrepreneur Fund
The Northeast Entrepreneur Fund is a private
nonprofit organization which helps individuals
starting or expanding small businesses in
northeastern Minnesota and northwestern
Wisconsin. This organization offers financing for
business start-up and for existing businesses.
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