


The Vision West North Dakota Consortium is pleased to present the 
culminating document that represents thousands of hours, miles and 
voices of western North Dakota citizens’ vision and plan for our future.  
This Regional Plan for western North Dakota is a monumental document 
worthy of this region’s most valuable resource, its authentic, pragmatic 
and self-effacing citizens. 

We invite you to examine this document closely. 

If you are a North Dakotan, we hope you will find within its pages reflections 
of your values, culture and vision, and use this as the important tool that 
it is for implementing and advocating sound principles for growth and 
improving your and other communities.

If you are a policy maker, leader, elected official or representative of 
the North Dakotan populace at all levels, we hope you will use this 
document as a guide and reference to understand our priorities and 
perspective on the challenges and opportunities that are before us. We 
believe it accurately captures and delivers the recommendations and 
observations of the citizens of western North Dakota. 

If you are a supporter of regional, sustainable development, please 
consider this document as a guide to understanding what a unique and 
valuable place western North Dakota really is. Economic opportunity 
abounds here, along with the resilient and tenacious fabric that has been 
woven through generations of hard work, community connectedness 
and compassion of our residents. We willingly stand as an example 
for other communities and regions that face the challenges of rapid 
growth and take responsibility for our own future, as well as that of the 
generations of western North Dakotans to come.

The North Dakota climate, principles of wise stewardship, our agrarian 
roots, and judicious use of our resources are ingrained in our culture. 
Surprisingly, you will not find a section of this plan that focuses solely on 
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environmental impacts. Rather, you will find that all of the issues 
addressed in this plan affect our environment in some way, and we 
have addressed these impacts through recommendations within 
each section. The principles of sustainable, responsible growth are 
woven throughout this plan. 

Unique to this plan is the process and the organization that has 
guided its development. Vision West ND is a community-level 
coalition of leaders and citizens who have advocated for addressing 
their individual community needs, and at the same time, promoted 
cooperation, unity and volunteerism as a region! 

We ask that you consider the challenges that western North Dakota 
faces with an open mind. Our rural communities bring tremendous 
value to the state and the country. Investing in our future is investing 
in your future as well. 

— The Vision West ND Consortium Chairmen

Dan Brosz 2012

Mark Resner 2013

Daryl Dukart 2014

Photo Credit: North Dakota Tourism/Jim Gallop
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City, county and tribal leaders from throughout the 19 
counties of western North Dakota have collaborated 
over the past 24 months to create the Vision West 
ND Regional Plan for Sustainable Development.  
The primary purpose of the Plan is to address the 
phenomenal impacts of growth stemming from the 
burgeoning energy sector. 

Consortium Members have identified five primary 
issues—Child Care, Emergency Services, Housing, 
Transportation and Water—and 12 additional issues 
that relate to the long-term quality of life over the 
next 20 years.   In addition, the future organizational 
structure needed to carry on the work of Vision West 
ND is addressed in this plan.

The intention of the Regional Plan is to be 
comprehensive, specific and bold in stating its findings 
and recommendations.  That is, Consortium Members 
are very serious about the future of their communities, 
and they seek to collaborate internally and externally 
to proactively create a positive, sustainable future. 

Development of the Regional Plan has been conducted 
in two phases.  Phase One (February 2012 - June 
2013) primarily consisted of local community and 
economic development strategic planning.  This 
phase also produced very specific planning products, 
including municipal infrastructure analyses, planning 
and zoning workbooks and workshops, webinars 
related to the response to boom-time growth in other 
regions, recommendations to address fair housing 
and a series of project schematics.  

Phase Two (July 2013 - March 2014) focused upon 
the “bigger picture” regional issues by considering 
findings from Phase One, while conducting a series of 
expert interviews.  

This Regional Plan finds that the changing conditions 
and impacts of the economic growth compare 
to the most significant economic expansions of 
anywhere else in America in recent history.  This 
dynamic has placed extreme pressure on local and 
state government leaders, law enforcement officials, 
housing developers, school district administrators, 
emergency services professionals and volunteers, 
public works directors and a whole host of essential 
service providers throughout the region.  

The Governor’s Office, legislators and local officials 
have worked quickly and efficiently to respond, 
formulate and administer new and expanded 
programming in order to address such impacts. 

While these efforts have been effective and amazing, 
there is still more work to be done to allocate additional 
human, financial and technical resources to address 
economic growth.  

This Regional Plan has dozens of recommendations 
spread throughout the 17 issue areas of the plan.  
In short, the recommendations call for the long-
term continuation of Vision West ND (or a similar 
organization) to manage and expedite additional 
resources to create a sustainable future for the region. 
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If there is one thing that is certain in western North Dakota, it is 
this:  change. While much of rural America seems to stand still, 
the 19 counties in the Vision West ND region are experiencing 
nation-leading change and growth.  

The people of the region must act effectively and strategically 
to shape such change positively.  Otherwise, as is evident 
throughout parts of the region, development may occur without 
the long-term interests of the local population in mind. 

Fortunately, the people of the region have already demonstrated 
the ability to work together.  Over 2,000 citizens in western North 
Dakota devoted at least two hours (and many, more than 20 
hours) to develop this Regional Plan.  Now is the time for the 
people of the region to courageously step forward to implement 
the plan. 
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The work that provided the basis for this publication was supported 
by funding under an award with the U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development The substance and findings of the work 
are dedicated to the public. The author and publisher are solely 
responsible for the accuracy of the statements and interpretations 
contained in this publication.  Such interpretations do not necessarily 
reflect the views of the government.
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Broadest
 and
deepest
ConCerns
 in the region
Throughout the two-year planning process, five 
issues rose to the top that are of broadest and deepest 
concern to the citizenry of the region: childcare, 
emergency services, housing, transportation and 
water. 

In addition, the identification and implementation 
of an organizational structure to implement the 
recommendations of the plan is of paramount 
importance.

•	 Organizational Structure
•	 Child Care
•	 Emergency Services
•	 Housing
•	 Transportation
•	 Water
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Vision West ND has provided a much-needed forum for 19 counties and the Three Affiliated Tribes to proactively 
address their future.  Maintaining such organizational capacity, while realizing adequate and reliable funding to 
mitigate growth impacts, is essential.

Local governments in the oil-impacted region are not keeping pace with impacts.  The Regional Plan calls for 
additional revenues to deal with the acute impacts the entire region is facing.

There is a need to plan today for the impacts the booming oil industry can have on land and resources. 

Approach the NDAOGPC for the Sponsorship 
Needed to Continue the Administrative 
Functions of VWND

Vision West ND has a strong desire to continue as a “grass roots” 
coalition representing the western region of North Dakota. Vision 
West ND is committed to continuing its leadership and advocacy role 
for the residents and communities of the nineteen western counties. 
With funding assistance from the NDAOGPC for administrative 
functions, Vision West ND will be in a position to continue its vital role 
for western North Dakota and the implementation of this plan.

Fund Additional Staffing for Vision West ND

Vision West ND should develop a specific staffing budget proposal 
and seek funding opportunities for another two years of staffing/
implementation.  The capacity established by such funding should 
not only address administrative requirements, but should also provide 
sufficient community and economic development expertise in order 
that the local and Regional Plans are implemented. Predictable, long-
term funding will enable Vision West ND to fulfill its leadership role in 
western North Dakota.

Collaborate with the Oil Industry to Achieve 
Large-scale, Long-term Solutions

Vision West ND should expand the membership of its future governing 
authority to include the oil industry. This recommendation can assist 
industry with identifying long-term plans and sustainable projects 
that support industry, their employees and benefit communities in 
the long-term.

Create Agenda Content for the North 
Dakota Legislature, In Coordination with the 
NDAOGPC

Using the findings of this planning initiative, Vision West ND should 
create agenda content for the ND Legislative Session, which may 
include a special legislative session.

Maintain the Current Gross Production and 
Extraction Tax Rates on New Oil Production 
that are Beneficial to Western North Dakota

Currently, there is no convincing evidence to support adjusting 
existing gross production and extraction tax rates.
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organIzaTIonal STrucTure
Recommendations
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Allow Political Subdivisions to Retain the 
Share of the Gross Production Tax that is 
Currently Allocated to the State General Fund

This policy change would increase the local share of the total Gross 
Production Tax to 75%.

Develop and Articulate Legacy Fund Policies 
and Goals

A survey of Vision West ND Consortium members and strategic 
partners concluded that the state should immediately begin to 
develop policies and goals with respect to the use of the North Dakota 
Legacy Fund.  The fund is projected to be closer to $6 billion before 
any of the income can be distributed, and is a tremendous long-term 
asset for the state.  Helping communities to understand any short-
term possible benefits from the fund will aid local decision making, 
as well as biennial legislative decisionmaking. 
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organIzaTIonal STrucTure recommendaTIonS

Establish a Regional Fund for Investing 
in Business, Community and Workforce 
Development to Address the Economic 
Sustainability of Western North Dakota

There are two primary principles at play: Communities should share 
in the benefits of long-term and predictable revenue generated 
from the Legacy Fund; and the state should use the capital build-
up in permanent funds to invest back into North Dakota’s economic 
development and diversification in the oil-impacted counties. Multiple 
policy options exist to meet these goals. Many only require legislative 
and/or administrative action to implement. 

Provide Sufficient, Consistent Funding 
Relevant to Economic and Demographic 
Research

Currently, studies are developed based largely upon the 
availability of certain funding sources. Get a grant, write a 
study. While such studies are beneficial, there is no certainty 
that the “complete picture” emerges from such hodge-podge 
investments in gathering key information.North Dakota policy 
makers should proactively consider the type and frequency 
of information they need to make sound business decisions. 
Such information relates to future trends of the energy industry, 
impacts on population and demographics and trends related 
to incoming residents, impacts and decisions by existing 
residents and other key factors. 

Continue the Supportive Relationship 
with the North Dakota Department of 
Commerce, USDA Rural Development and 
the ND Congressional Delegation, as well 
as the Liaison Role with Vision West ND

Vision West ND recognizes the time expended and commitment 
made by the North Dakota Department of Commerce and the 
USDA Rural Development to the Vision West ND Project. Vision 
West ND needs the continued support of both entities and the 
support of the ND Congressional Delegation to insure their 
continued success. It is this level of cooperation that has made 
Vision West ND successful.
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Establish an Avenue for the Oil Producing 
Counties to Receive a Share of Investment 
Income from the Legacy Fund, and Gain 
Access to a Portion of the Principal Balance 
for Long-Term Investment

The recommendation that local governments should have a dedicated 
stake in the Legacy Fund would provide for predictable and long-
term annual revenue after the growth ends, and access to capital to 
make long-term investments in economic development and public 
infrastructure.
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The child care “market place” is facing severe constraints.  Newcomers to the region, as well as long-time 
residents, no longer can find child care services.  Child care providers are challenged to find workers to support 
small-scale and large-scale child care operations.

It has always been a challenge to operate a child care facility in North Dakota.  The increase in demand just made 
it harder.  While the basics of child care were generally well served by child care providers prior to the energy 
industry expansion, even then it was challenging to meet the specific needs of infant care, shift workers, families 
with multiple children, children who are ill or when the public schools are closed.

chIld care
RecommendationsRecommendations

Reconcile Local Regulations with State 
Regulations Throughout the Region

On one hand, the state is loosening regulations in order to foster the 
development of new child care facilities.  On the other hand, many 
local ordinances are at odds with the more flexible state policies.  
Creating a common set of objectives related to state and local 
regulations would benefit current and would-be child care providers.

Promote Use of Increased State Subsidy for 
Low-income Families Needing Child Care

Vision West ND should collaborate with the North Dakota Department 
of Human Services and Child Care Aware (formerly Child Care 
Resource and Referral) and other local agencies to promote the use 
of state subsidies for the provision of child care.  Vision West ND can 
elevate the awareness of the state support throughout its territory 
and work to address the negative stigma that might be attached 
to accepting public support for such services.  Given the spread 
between low-income and high-income residents of the region, lower-
income individuals should feel supported and recognized for their 
need for child care as they work to support their families.

Decrease State Reimbursement Time

To ensure the viability of child care businesses whose clients receive 
state financial support for child care, the state should decrease the 
reimbursement time back to the provider. A fund should be established 
to provide flexible business processes for state accounts receivable 
to assist child care businesses to meet routine business expenses.

Promote Community-based Collaborative 
Solutions for Child Care

Vision West ND should help foster a culture supporting creative 
solutions to child care issues.  Businesses, school districts and 
hospitals, for example, should look for innovations and rewards that 
reinforce the importance and economic viability of providing child 
care. Parent- or employer-based cooperatives are a good example of 
community-based solutions.
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Monitor/Adjust Financial Incentives for Child 
Care

While money will not solve all of the problems, continued subsidies 
from state government will remain a vital component of addressing 
the child care shortage.  Vision West ND and child care advocates 
statewide should monitor the benefits and remaining challenges 
of state subsidies in order to better formulate and recommend 
adjustments to the system.

Encourage K-12 and Higher Education to 
Collaborate on Program Development to 
Bring Students into the Child Care Career 
Pipeline

While high schools within the region are challenged simply to 
keep up with increased enrollment, these schools can still play 
a very proactive role in fostering students’ interest in providing 
child care services after their high school and/or college 
years.  High schools should collaborate with higher education 
institutions and child care providers at the state and regional 
levels to develop and institute a curriculum that promotes child 
care as an entrepreneurial career path. Business courses should 
be included in this program so students not only understand 
child development, but also learn relevant business practices.

Consider and Encourage Inclusion of Child 
Care Needs in Local Land-use Planning

Increasingly, local municipalities are recognizing they have the 
power to collaborate with developers to build essential public 
facilities such as parks and fire stations as a part of large-scale 
developments.  For certain projects, it may also be possible to 
facilitate the development and operation of child care facilities 
as a part of large residential, commercial and/or industrial 
development.

Increase the capitalization of the Child 
Care Grant Program Throughout the Oil-
impacted Counties

During the 2013 North Dakota Legislative Assembly, the entire 
2.6 million that was set aside for child care facilities was 
expended during the first round. It is now clear that the program 
should be recapitalized. This funding should not be used for 
staffing. Rather it should be used for acquiring property, leasing, 
infrastructure and equipment.

Develop Creative Financial Incentives to 
Buy down the Cost of Child Care Facility 
Development

States and communities can be very entrepreneurial when it 
comes to providing incentives to attract new employers.  This 
behavior needs to extend to the child care industry by providing 
creative financial incentives to incent development of new 
child care services.  One example might be structuring loans 
for facility development to be forgiven after a certain period of 
performance (number of years providing service to a minimum 
number of clients, for example).

Study the Challenges of Existing 
State Child Care Programs to 
Determine Effectiveness and Viability

Existing state programs have been challenged with 
addressing the issues described in this section. Creating 
a uniform system for child care entrepreneurs has 
been the major challenge. Vision West ND supported 
and funded the Small Business Development Center’s 
request to create a pilot program to solve this problem 
that other state agencies have been unable to solve. 
Vision West ND, along with the State Legislature, needs 
to study the inadequacies of these agencies and develop 
more efficient and responsive avenues to address child 
care services.  
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Before the rapid expansion of the oil industry, life in western North Dakota was much like life in most rural 
American communities—it was quite predictable and people understood their roles. North Dakota’s renowned 
barn-raising ethic was all that it took to support a well-run society. 

This situation, which worked well for decades, began to experience stress due to growth in 2010. While long-
time North Dakotans still ascribe to the barn-raising ethic that “you just drop everything and help a neighbor in 
trouble,” the pressures of increased incidents, the faster pace and fiscal demands on local budgets are taking 
their toll.

The provision of fire and ambulance service in the region is making a rapid shift to hiring paid professionals and 
yet will largely rely on volunteers for nights and weekends serving the burgeoning emergency medical service 
needs throughout the region.

emergency SerVIceS
Recommendations

Ph
ot

o 
Cr

ed
it:

 w
w

w
.iS

to
ck

ph
ot

o.
co

m



Recapitalize the Emergency Services 
Funding for the Energy Infrastructure and 
Impact Grant Program

It is extremely beneficial to the professionals and volunteers 
serving the emergency services needs in the region to have 
a dedicated funding source available for facilities, equipment 
and personnel.  Given the long-term nature of the growth of the 
region, signaling a longer-term availability of a steady source 
of funding (perhaps over the next 6-10 years) would be even 
more beneficial.

Form a Coalition Consisting of ND 
Association of Oil and Gas Producing 
Counties (NDAOGPC), Southwest and 
Northwest EMS Associations and the 
League of Cities Southwest and Northwest 
Representatives to Facilitate Proactive 
Communication Among Entities

In these extraordinarily busy times, it is easy to assume that 
emergency services professionals/volunteers and community 
leaders are communicating effectively with each other about the 
future needs of their city/county.   This certainly is not always 
the case.   Regular, proactive communication should occur. 

Utilize the Local Job Development 
Authority (JDA) and Economic 
Development Organizations (EDO) to Assist 
with Locating Grant Funding and/or Micro-
loans to Offset Legal Expenses for Service 
Providers

An often overlooked dynamic that can challenge municipal 
budgets is the unexpected need for legal services. Occasions 
arise in which an EMS department may need to defend itself or the 
actions of an employee. Rarely is this occasion even considered, 
let alone budgeted for, but it can prove to be a significant financial 
burden to smaller communities and service providers.  Local 
JDAs and EDOs can be a valuable resource for service providers 
identifying sources of funding for legal services.

Foster Intra-county Collaboration 
to Promote Efficient and Effective 
Deployment of Emergency Services

Although the use of paid (sometimes only $250 per month) 
and volunteer force has historically worked for communities, 
increased demands for services are requiring service personnel 
to be on-site 24/7.   For smaller communities, this is virtually 
impossible as many individuals work in oil fields hours away 
from their community.   Counties/communities should begin 
communications to provide more comprehensive, efficient 
emergency medical service systems without increasing 
response times.

Fill Service Area Gaps by Analyzing the 
NDAOGPC-sponsored Study: Greatest 
Needs Analysis to Address Priorities and 
Phases for Filling Those Gaps

Local EMS providers, along with cities, counties,the Division of 
Emergency Medical Services and Trauma, and the legislature 
should use the findings of the above cited study in future 
planning and building of facilities and in cooperative agreements. 
Filling service area gaps and decreasing response times should 
be the driving priorities for all future western North Dakota EMS 
activities.

Support the North Dakota Department 
of Emergency Services and County 
Implementation Efforts to Post 911 
Address & Emergency Contact Information 
at Well Sites and Rural Energy Facilities

The very rural and remote nature of well sites and energy 
facilities has created an urgent need for an accurate system 
to locate and find these sites in cases of emergencies.  This 
allows both emergency contact information, plus the name and 
contact information of the company responsible for the site to 
be provided, and includes industry identification information that 
can be used to report non-emergency data. 
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houSIng
Recommendations

Housing construction, rental rates and home values have escalated dramatically since 2009.  Although the 
private sector is quickly building new houses, many workers are not bringing their families because they cannot 
find affordable housing.  

There are two overarching problems with respect to housing.  First, there is insufficient temporary housing at 
present to meet the continued growth conditions of the region.  Second, the organizational capacity within the 
region to advocate and develop affordable housing is weak.

Ph
ot

o 
Cr

ed
it:

 w
w

w
.iS

to
ck

ph
ot

o.
co

m



houSIng recommendaTIonS
Reauthorize and Capitalize the Housing Incentive 
Fund at a Level that Sufficiently Meets the Needs

The North Dakota Housing Incentive Fund (HIF) should be reauthorized 
and funded during the 2015 biennium.  The HIF is considered by housing 
advocates to be the best thing that has ever happened for housing in 
North Dakota. The fund, which was capitalized with $15 million during 
an interim legislative session and then recapitalized with $35 million 
during the 2013 legislative session, has been fully expended.  In fact, 
the biennial allocation committed by the 2013 Assembly was fully 
expended within the first six months of the biennium.

Explore Options with Land Developers, Local 
Investment Groups and Community Land 
Trusts to Spur Housing Development and 
Lower Costs of Housing Development

One method for cities to facilitate the development of new affordable 
housing units is to encourage developers to set aside land for needed 
new housing construction.  Land contributions would likely facilitate the 
development of smaller (duplex and two-story/four-plex) units.  Other 
options include:  explore the benefits of community land trusts to facilitate 
lower costs for new single family homes and explore the possibilities of 
local investment groups to help spur housing development.

Offer Information and Forums that Inspire 
Quality Neighborhood Development

One of the key functions of Vision West ND is to serve as a 
clearinghouse for information and best practices.  In an era where 
housing is being built as quickly as possible, one challenge is to 
create quality neighborhoods.

Resurrect the Statewide Technical Assistance 
Team

The North Dakota Housing Finance Agency has two housing outreach 
officers who provide statewide assistance to communities working 
to develop housing projects.  Vision West ND should coordinate with 
the state to resurrect the Statewide Technical Assistance Team (STAT) 
and proactively coordinate with these officers in order to advance 
housing projects.
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Encourage the Bank of North Dakota to be 
More Proactive in Promoting its Mortgage 
Lending Programs and in Developing Creative 
Incentives for Home Ownership

The Bank of North Dakota should be encouraged to more aggressively 
promote their mortgage lending programs. In addition, the Bank should 
promote local awareness of its “Ask your banker about Bank of North 
Dakota programs.”  In addition, the region should explore the possibility 
of funding to provide loan incentives for homeownership similar to 
student loans that are forgiven after a defined time period.One element of 
such a program might be the provision of a North Dakota tax credit. This 
would encourage longer-term stays of individuals in local communities.

4

Enhance Community-based and Region-based 
Capacity and Advocacy for Housing

Currently, there is not a clear point-person or organization that serves 
as a housing advocate in Western North Dakota communities.  The 
responsibility falls to a combination of expertise within the North Dakota 
Housing Finance Agency, the regional councils, the local community 
and economic development professionals, and the communities and 
counties themselves. The existing “housing advocacy infrastructure” 
is inadequate for the rapidly growing economy.

In general, the strength of development advocacy lies with the cities of 
the region—particularly the larger cities of Minot, Dickinson, Williston 
and Watford City.  These communities have so many responsibilities 
that the challenge to remain abreast of the resources, trends and best 
practices for housing development is overwhelming.

Gain Approval from HUD and Implement Fair 
Housing Equity Assessment Work Plan

This recommendation is in the spirit of the development and 
implementation of FHEA efforts throughout the nation.  That is, an 
existing study has already been completed, the North Dakota Analysis 
of Impediments (NDAI) to Fair Housing Choice. Implementing relevant 
recommendations from the NDAI is an efficient means to benefit 
traditionally marginalized populations.
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TranSporTaTIon
Recommendations

The existing highway system in western North Dakota was simply not built with the oil industry in mind.  It was 
built for the state’s mainstay industry: agriculture.  As such, the roads were designed to transport crops and 
cattle.  In effect, North Dakota Department of Transportation (NDDOT) is now faced with the development of an 
entirely new transportation system to accommodate the impacts of the energy industry, which are forecasted 
to last for decades. 

The biggest impact to the region’s transportation system is the effect of the burgeoning traffic on state highways, 
county roads and city street systems.  Of particular concern are the north-south highways between Interstate 94 
and the fast-growing Oil Patch to the north.

Conduct Vision West ND/NDDOT Work 
Session on North-South Routes

The leadership of Vision West ND has expressed specific 
concern about the capacity of the state highway system 
in western North Dakota to handle the increased traffic 
stemming from oil production and delivery.  Vision West ND 
should convene and conduct a work session with NDDOT 
officials in order to explore and understand the scope of 
the problem, review planned construction projects and 
determine if additional focus and investment is needed. 
Vision West ND supports Theodore Roosevelt Expressway 
Association (TRE) in its effort to expand Highway 85 to 
four lanes from Bowman to Williston.

Study and Promote the Feasibility of 
the Elbowoods Ferry

Twenty-four states across the United States currently 
operate ferry systems as a component of their overall 
transportation system.  Given the enormous expanse of 
Lake Sakakawea, a new transportation route across the 
lake would provide substantial benefit to non-industry 
traffic in the region.  NDDOT should consider some of 
the early research already completed by Vision West ND 
to address this need.  Money for the feasibility study 
has been obtained from the Solutions Fund under Vision 
West ND.

Provide Additional, Longer-term 
Funding for County and Township 
Roads Designated as Oil Haul Roads

A base level of funding should be committed to western 
North Dakota counties by the state for a minimum of six 
years to facilitate and encourage long-term planning and 
improvements of county roads.

Review Future Rail Transportation 
Needs in the Vision West ND Territory

As of the drafting stage of this Regional Plan, the leadership 
of Vision West ND is becoming more aware of the new 
demands on the western North Dakota rail system.  The 
previous recommendation in this Section related to 
convening a work session on highway transportation 
needs could be expanded to include demands on the rail 
system.  
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WaTer
Recommendations

There are two primary issues related to water in the Vision West ND Region: the continued importance of 
regional water systems and the need to access Lake Sakakawea for recreational purposes.  

Cities throughout the region are dependent upon regional water systems to access safe and reliable water.  The 
ability of the owners/managers of these systems to access the financial resources necessary for continued 
growth is of utmost importance.  

Lake Sakakawea provides a critical recreational resource not only to local residents, but also to tourists from 
outside the region.  This Regional Plan not only recognizes the importance of Lake Sakakawea, but makes 
recommendations for the continued access and management of this resource.

Maintain and Enhance Communication 
Among Federal and State Agencies, 
and Local Communities to Support the 
Continued Growth of Each Community

USDA Rural Development’s policies fully support the 
development of regional water systems through agency 
loan and grant programs.  USDA Rural Development views 
the continued development of regional water systems 
as an essential component of the mission of USDA 
Rural Development to increase economic opportunity 
and improve the quality of life for all rural Americans.
The Environmental Protection Agency has demonstrated 
its support for regional water system development and 
maintenance through its policies and the use of the State 
Revolving Fund.

The North Dakota State Water Commission has established 
a new outreach policy, and is holding basin-wide meetings 
throughout the state.  The commission needs to be 
leading the coordination of growing water systems and 
communicating the goals and objectives of the rural water 
agencies.

Develop a Long-term Strategic Plan 
for the Management of and Improved 
Access to Lake Sakakawea

Lake Sakakawea is located in the heart of some of the 
most strategic land in the entire United States.  

While the State of North Dakota and its people are 
benefitting tremendously from the economics of the 
Bakken Development, residents in the region are paying a 
high price.  The greatest price is measured by the losses in 
quality of life due to the externalities of the growth industry: 
incredible traffic volume, increased crime, higher housing 
prices, demands on schools, pressures on hospitals and 
on and on.

The federal government should convene local, state and 
federal interests in a Vision West ND-sponsored process 
that has this national interest as its driving rationale.  In 
particular, plans and investments should be made by the 
federal government to improve recreational access to Lake 
Sakakawea.  Additionally, the needs of the state’s vital 
regional water systems need to be better served.

Coordinate and Support Efforts of the Friends of Lake Sakakawea

If the Friends of Lake Sakakawea organization did not exist, the recommendation in this Regional Plan would be to form such an 
organization.  Given that the organization does exist, and has a long track record of success, it is prudent for Vision West ND to coordinate 
with it. Other states, like Missouri, also challenge North Dakota’s right to established water allocations.  Vision West ND should support 
efforts by advocates for Lake Sakakawea to show up and be heard at federal forums that set the stage for policies and investments related 
to the lake.
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essential
serviCes 
For a
sustainaBle
Future
Nine issues related to services essential to the 
long-term livability of the region are presented 
as Level Two priorities in this Regional Plan:  
Education, Health Care, Human Services, Municipal 
Infrastructure, Natural Gas Availability, Pipelines, 
Planning and Zoning, Public Health, Public Safety

•	 Education
•	 Health Care
•	 Human Services
•	 Municipal Infrastructure
•	 Natural Gas Availability
•	 Pipelines
•	 Planning and Zoning
•	 Public Health
•	 Public Safety



Many school districts are confronted with significant increases in enrollment and the consequent financial 
challenges of building new facilities and hiring/housing new teachers and staff.  

Higher education is challenged because would-be students from throughout the region may opt for high-wage, 
entry-level positions in the short-term.  Higher education has an opportunity to play a leading role in the Bakken 
region.  Regional cooperation amongst the higher educational institutions could result in seizing this opportunity.

Revise Components of the Current School 
Funding Formula to Immediately Address 
Increased Student Enrollment and Diverse 
Demographics Found in Districts Impacted by 
Oil Development

The existing school funding formula does not adequately address 
the rapid growth and current needs.  The funding formula should 
reflect current year needs to address educational and social needs 
of students, have a more timely distribution of funds during the 
year, include a comparative cost model to address higher cost of 
operations in the form of wages and cost of living increases, and 
increase funding for career and technical education workforce training 
programs at the K-12 level.

Convene an Education Funding Task Force, 
which Includes Legislative Leadership and the 
North Dakota Department of Public Instruction 
to Propose Legislative Solutions that Address 
the Unique Infrastructure Needs of Oil-
impacted Counties

The problems facing school districts are unique in the Vision West ND 
region, as compared to the rest of the state.Vision West ND should 
convene an Education Facilities Summit, which would bring together 
all school district superintendents from the 19-county region to 
determine the collective needs for expanding school facilities.

The resulting report and recommended policy should acknowledge 
that the impacts to school facilities are not uniform throughout the 
19-county region.  Nonetheless, all counties should be represented 
at the table to develop and support a regional policy and legislative 
approach.  The recommended policy should also address the “school 
equity” issue head-on.  

Convene the Five Higher Education 
Institutions to Develop a Regional 
Higher Education Strategic Plan

Vision West ND, in conjunction with the North 
Dakota University System (NDUS), Fort Berthold 
Community College, the NDAOGPC and the North 
Dakota Petroleum Council (NDPC), should serve 
as the catalyst for the development of a 20-year 
strategic plan that defines the role and niche of 
higher education in the future of the region.

Research the Potential Benefits 
of the Legacy Fund on Higher 
Education in the Region

The Vision West ND region represents only 30% of the 
state’s population but it can be an early harbinger for 
the Legacy Fund.  Given the current and forecasted 
budget surpluses, an ideal early investment from the 
Legacy Fund would be in support of North Dakota’s 
higher education system.

Enhance Leadership Training 
Opportunities for Community 
Members

Efforts such as the Rural Leadership North Dakota 
program offered through North Dakota State 
University are valuable to community leaders and 
volunteers throughout the region.  Expanding this 
existing program, or establishing a similar program, 
is warranted. 
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Hospitals and health clinics throughout the region are facing record demand for services.  At the same time, 
regulations governing operations and financial reimbursements constrain administrators in meeting these 
demands.

Health care services have not kept up with the dramatic rise in demand for services in western North Dakota, 
which limits quality of life and discourages families and the elderly from staying in their communities.

healTh care
Recommendations

Ph
ot

o 
Cr

ed
it:

 w
w

w
.iS

to
ck

ph
ot

o.
co

m



Collaborate with the North Dakota 
Hospital Association (NDHA) and Other 
Health Care Providers to Formulate 
Legislative Recommendations

The North Dakota Legislative Assembly established 
incentives during its 2011 and 2013 sessions in order 
to support hospitals to withstand the increased financial 
pressures stemming from the growth of the oil industry.  
Vision West ND should convene experts in order to 
determine answers to the following questions:  Are the 
incentives working?  Are they enough?  Are there new, 
more creative incentives that could be employed?

Extend Certainty of Incentives and 
Funding Programs for Hospitals and 
Health Care Facilities

Like cities and counties, hospitals and health care clinics 
need long-term certainty in order to make sound financial 
investments in facilities, equipment and personnel.  
Unfortunately, given the need for subsidy and support 
from the state, such incentives tend to only be certain for 
a two-year period.  One focus area of the recommended 
health care summit would be to determine the feasibility 
and benefit of extending incentives beyond two years.  

Create an Incentive/Scholarship 
Program to Help Recruit Students in 
the Medical and Health Care Fields in 
Exchange for a Commitment of Service

The shortage of medical and health care professionals is 
critical. Vision West ND along with health care providers 
and agencies should develop an incentive and/or 
scholarship fund to recruit students to work in western 
North Dakota.

Research the Feasibility of Mobile 
Health Clinics for Wellness Screenings, 
Vision, Dental and other Non-emergency 
Health Services

There is a significant shortage of healthcare services 
outside of hospital care. More research is needed to 
address the shortage of services impacting rural areas 
of western North Dakota. Another recommendation is to 
explore the possibility of serving the region’s healthcare 
needs with mobile clinics.
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Human service agencies throughout the nation are responsible for addressing some very basic needs of society 
as they relate to children, the aging, the disabled, the poor, those needing health insurance, those needing mental 
health services and those needing vocational rehabilitation services.  North Dakota’s Department of Human 
Services works to address such needs statewide, especially in areas with rapid population growth like western 
North Dakota.

Communities throughout the region are concerned about the increased demand placed upon their human service 
agencies.  The need for additional mental health and child protection services is high.  

human SerVIceS
Recommendations

Ph
ot

o 
Cr

ed
it:

 w
w

w
.iS

to
ck

ph
ot

o.
co

m



Expand the Mobile Crisis Team 
Concept to Western North

Given that the Mobile Crisis Team program is very 
successful in Cass County, there could be a great demand 
for it in western North Dakota where people have to travel 
great distances to receive mental health services.

Provide Shelter Solutions to 
Communities for Working Homeless

With rapid growth placing great demand on western 
cities and counties to address much-needed services 
such as EMS, law enforcement and various municipal 
and other services, a state-funded homeless shelter in 
Bismarck could provide significant relief to the western 
municipalities, and centralize services for the homeless.

Assure Local Communities Provide 
Input to Department of Human Services 
(DHS) Regional Directors to Assist DHS 
in Meeting Local Needs

As with all North Dakota state agencies, department 
managers welcome the opportunity to discuss needs, 
priorities and services. Scheduling a discussion about 
human services—especially behavioral health services—
would be welcomed by DHS.

Increase Human Services through 
Technology and Telecommunication

Increasing accessibility to Department of Human 
Services through technology and virtual services such as 
counseling and education will provide important support 
to local communities and foster development of a safer 
and healthier population.

Create and Administer a Public 
Education Campaign Addressing Stress 
Management Needed due to Rapid 
Growth

As a public service to the general population, and as a 
preventative measure for service providers, the North 
Dakota Department of Human Services should develop and 
implement a stress management educational campaign.
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Cities throughout the region are confronting the need for massive investments in water systems, sewer systems 
and street and road improvements.  Ensuring the timely availability of Oil Impact Funding for such improvement 
projects is critical.

In order to assist communities to access their need for infrastructure improvements, Vision West ND completed 
26 infrastructure analyses, identifying the current and needed capacity of water, sewer and street systems.  
Information was provided to the 2013 Legislature to help inform decisions to increase funding for municipal 
infrastructure.  Great need remains, which must be addressed by the 2015 Legislature.

Conduct an Expanded-scope, Second 
Round of Municipal Infrastructure 
Analyses

Small rural communities received a powerful tool for 
addressing their current infrastructure needs. These 
assessments are extremely valuable to communities when 
applying for funding. The 26 infrastructure analyses that 
were conducted in 2012 and 2013 included approximately 
20% of the communities in western North Dakota. There 
are still 91 communities that would benefit from an 
infrastructure analysis.

Institute State Guarantees for Municipal 
Infrastructure Development, Therefore 
Classifying Development Costs as 
“Special Assessed”

State guarantees for municipal infrastructure development 
will allow cities and counties to defer payment until 
the improvements are made and revenues have been 
generated.  The Tax Increment Financing (TIF) Program 
may be a viable program for this recommendation.
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While the land across the region is dotted with natural gas flares, many nearby communities have no access to 
natural gas to heat their homes and power their water heaters.  Communities want to leverage future investments 
in natural gas pipelines and plant capacity to benefit their residents.

Study the Provision of Natural Gas 
to Communities Throughout Western 
North Dakota Utilizing Oil Impact Grant 
Funding

Many communities in western North Dakota would benefit 
by accessing natural gas as an option for home heating and 
other purposes.  Unfortunately, this option does not exist 
despite the availability of natural gas, which is currently 
primarily a bi-product for the oil industry (the economics 
of the situation are now changing and natural gas is 
becoming economically viable to transport and process).  
Vision West ND should consider the utilization of some of 
its Solutions Fund to help determine the business case 
for the provision of natural gas to western North Dakota 
communities.

Build a Relationship with the State’s 
Flaring Task Force

The task force may not consider a relationship with Vision 
West ND to be a part of their mission. However, adding this 
to the scope of their mission may be the best way to gain 
traction on this economically challenging problem.

Collaborate with the North Dakota 
Industrial Commission in Requiring 
Companies to Submit a Flaring 
Reduction Plan by January 2015

The North Dakota Industrial Commission should work with 
industry to develop guidelines for companies to develop a 
plan to reduce flaring from current levels to 5% within five 
years. Financial incentives should be considered for early 
compliance, as well as enforcement provisions, including 
penalties for non-compliance.
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It is widely agreed that continued investment in pipelines to transport oil and gas from the wells to distribution 
points is the best option to alleviate truck traffic.  While private companies are quickly investing in the pipeline 
infrastructure, securing needed land easements is a great challenge to the process.  Pipelines are also key to 
addressing natural gas flaring.

Create a Regulatory System, including 
Easements, that is Fair and Equitable 
for Private Landowners, Local 
Governments and Business in order to 
Provide Services Efficiently and Safely

The placement of pipelines has become a serious issue 
in western North Dakota. The legislature should create or 
designate a “Gatekeeper” to regulate, permit, coordinate 
and ensure effective communication about all pipelines 
below and above ground. The Public Service Commission 
should be considered a viable option for this.

Use Section Lines To Create a Corridor 
System for Pipeline Development

In order to mitigate the complicated easement issues for 
all types of pipelines, establishing the section lines across 
the state as “pipeline corridors” by the North Dakota 
Pipeline Authority would alleviate some of the issues for 
landowners and industry alike.  Payment for easements 
should go to property owners, not a governmental entity.
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Enabling legislation for planning and zoning in North Dakota was first enacted in 1923 for cities, in 1953 for 
townships and in 1955 for counties.   Since then, with very few exceptions, North Dakota has lost population, 
and there has been little pressure on communities and community leaders to plan for the future use of their 
land. This fact, combined with a general philosophy and political ethic to keep government out of the affairs of 
residents and businesses, has rendered North Dakota’s planning and zoning system unprepared to deal with 
rapid population growth and strains on the existing land base.

Cities, counties and tribal segments throughout the region lack the expertise, staffing and local ordinances 
necessary to manage the rapid growth affecting the region.  The land-use planning and zoning system in place 
in 2009 was largely untested and unprepared for such dramatic growth.  

Create a “Circuit Rider” Planning and 
Zoning Program

Not all western North Dakota communities have planning and 
zoning professionals to help guide them.  One solution that has 
been considered, but not enacted, is the deployment of planning 
and zoning “circuit riders” who could be made available to 
communities on an “as-needed/as-requested” basis. While 
circuit riders could be an effective interim solution, the magnitude 
of the need for better planning and zoning may also deserve an 
elevated status within North Dakota state government. 

Make Enforcement of Planning and Zoning 
Regulations a Top Priority and a Matter of 
Public Safety by Creating and Empowering 
an Enforcement Task Force to Assist Cities 
and Counties in Addressing Enforcement 
Issues

Without enforcement, planning and zoning efforts and funds 
are wasted. With the use of funds for carrying out the above 
recommendation, Vision West ND, area experts and the 
Secretary of State’s Contractor Licensing Department should 
create a task force to review solutions and proposals for region-
wide enforcement. Attention will be given to addressing the 
“back-log” of inspections and code violations. This task force 
should sunset after three years or when cities and counties have 
the capacity to assume the needed enforcement role.

Proactively Advocate for Increased 
Planning and Zoning Resources to the 
North Dakota Legislature

A proposal of $1 million for planning and zoning was 
advanced by the North Dakota Department of Commerce 
during the 2013 Legislative Session, but was not approved.  
A more proactive, coordinated approach for acquiring 
planning and zoning resources should be designed and 
made to the legislature.  Cities and counties in the Vision 
West region should collaborate to support such an 
approach.

Develop Ways to Increase the Number 
of Building Inspectors to be Trained, 
Certified and Responsive to Building 
Code Enforcement, Especially in Rural 
Areas;  Consider Increased Penalties 
for Unpermitted Work

The demand for other municipal services forces issuing 
building permits, and enforcement of building codes and 
regulations to the back burner for many communities. 
While this may not appear to be a current problem, 
the potential for creating future safety issues is great. 
Increasing the number of building inspectors and the 
penalties for violations can begin to address the problem 
for municipalities across the region. 
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Safeguarding health and preventing disease outbreak in communities, particularly in children, the elderly and 
people with disabilities during a time of rapid growth in Western North Dakota is critically important.  The North 
Dakota Century Code requires local public health services to be provided to North Dakota residents regardless 
of ability to pay.  

Increase State Aid for Disease 
Outbreak Prevention

It is critical to prevent disease outbreak in the oil-impacted 
area. When public health is able to address needs, the 
likelihood of disease outbreaks will be greatly diminished. 

Fund a Public Education and Service 
Campaign

With rapid growth and increased community populations, 
there is a need for the development and implementation 
of customized marketing and public education strategies.

Establish a Statewide Septic Code

A statewide septic code would ensure uniform regulations, 
permitting and enforcement.1
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Perhaps more than other professional fields, law enforcement is on the frontlines of addressing the impacts of 
the changing demographics of the region. 

Addressing the increased crime has put a strain not only on the North Dakota Highway Patrol, but also on 
sheriffs’ offices and police departments throughout western North Dakota.  Similar to the impacts on emergency 
services, schools, child care and other issues, one of the greatest challenges relates to human resources. That 
is, the increased pressures and responsibilities of the job, combined with the wage pressures of the competing 
oil industry, have been exceptionally challenging for law enforcement.

Adequately Fund Law Enforcement 
Agencies Based upon Current and 
Rapidly Emerging Needs

Communities need adequate law enforcement services to 
address the needs of a growing region.  Direct funding from 
the legislature should serve to meet local law enforcement 
needs.
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opportunities
For
long-term
resilienCe
Despite the many challenges of growth to the region, 
there is a significant upside if growth is managed 
well.  Level Three priorities relate to the long-
term opportunity to create a diversified, resilient 
economy.

•	 Crowding Out Effect
•	 Economic Diversification



For western North Dakota, the economy has gone from one extreme to the other.  Following seven consecutive 
decades of population decline, today western North Dakota is the fastest growing rural region in America – if 
not the world. 

When communities have such rampant growth, economists often refer to the economic impact as the Crowding 
Out Effect.  This effect is created by the pressure to increase wage rates as a result of the very competitive labor 
market established by the fast-growth, high-wage energy industry sector. 

croWdIng ouT eFFecT
Recommendations

Identify and Implement Large-scale, 
“Value-added” Energy Initiatives

Large-scale projects and investments will continue to 
emerge in order to address—and capitalize upon—the 
economic forces of the region.  Leveraging such large scale 
investments will create additional economic diversification 
throughout the region.
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Pursue Economic Diversification 
Activities at Local and Regional Levels

In the near term, communities will continue to respond to 
the impacts and opportunities directly associated with the 
energy industry. Over time, communities will need to more 
broadly diversity their communities. For a fuller discussion 
of this opportunity and specific recommendations see the 
“Economic Diversification” section in the full regional plan.

1



The diversification of economies and preservation of quality of life begins at the local level.  Communities 
throughout the region have proactively planned for their future and have laid the groundwork for long-term 
economic diversification and improved livability.

One of the top goals of this Regional Plan is to inspire action.  While many of the findings and recommendations 
contained in this plan relate to needed actions at the regional, state and federal levels, an even greater emphasis 
is placed on “local action.”  Over 500 specific “action steps” have been written by local leaders, staff persons 
and volunteers to implement strategies and initiatives throughout western North Dakota.  

Western North Dakota’s agrarian history has built pleasant communities with functioning city centers and 
downtowns.  The region now has an opportunity to revitalize city centers due to the booming economy.

economIc dIVerSIFIcaTIon
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Empower Communities with Real Time 
Market Data

Real time market data will assist communities in planning 
and addressing economic diversification challenges. 
Examples of market research to provide include:

•	 Energy development revenue staying in state 
compared to revenue being earned by out-of-state 
businesses

•	 Community and economic impact of dollars spent 
with locally owned businesses

•	 Local market demand analysis enabling business 
developers to identify products and services 
desired by local consumers

•	 Local development asset inventory and analysis
•	 Lessons learned from oil-impacted communities 

in Texas and Norway 

Develop and Execute a “Buy Local” 
Awareness Campaign

Retaining local dollars is essential for the economic 
viability of small communities. It is also a key to preserving 
rural western North Dakota values. Suggested activities for 
a Buy Local Campaign include:

•	 Disperse data on the economic impact of dollars 
spent with local businesses

•	 Develop and execute a strategy promoting local 
foods as an opportunity for community and 
economic development

•	 Support “New Resident Welcoming” efforts taking 
place in communities

Organize a Working Committee 
Consisting of Representatives from the 
15 Counties that Identified Downtown 
Development as a Strategy

The 15 counties that identified Downtown Development 
as an economic development strategy will benefit from a 
collective effort to share ideas and experiences. This group 
should consider the following: 

•	 Share lessons learned 
•	 Collaborate on effective incentive programs
•	 Collectively secure civic leadership training 
•	 Advocate or lobby for Downtown Development 

support and funding

Broaden Eligible Uses of the Energy 
Impact Fund to Include Parks and 
Recreation Facilities

Although the state has been correct in directing Energy 
Impact Funding to more basic municipal infrastructure 
needs such as water systems, sewer systems and street/
roads, the time has come to diversify eligible uses of the 
fund to include parks and recreation facilities.  Vision West 
ND should set aside funding from its Solutions Fund to 
study such needs within the region and make a specific 
recommendation to the 2015 legislative assembly to 
broaden eligible uses of the Energy Impact Fund.

Communities Should Continue and 
Encourage Strong Relationships 
with the State to Strengthen  
Tourism Leadership, Messaging and 
Partnerships

The state has made a consistent investment in its 
“Legendary” marketing campaign.  Vision West ND 
communities, typically with very small marketing budgets, 
should leverage the state messaging and financial 
resources to advance local and regional marketing efforts.

Advance Tourism Projects and 
Promotion Regionally

The majority of the local Steering Committees have a Plan 
Implementation Workbook that contains specific action 
steps not only for tourism development strategies, but for 
all strategies and initiatives.  The advancement of tourism 
development action steps should be done in concert 
with other community development advocates in order to 
implement strategic plans.   The result  will be improved 
teamwork within communities.
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Photo Credit: North Dakota Tourism/Ken Yetter

You are Invited to be part of our effort to Build a Sustainable Future. It 
will take all of us working together to build the region that we desire.  We 
enthusiastically invite you to participate!

The best way to become aware of how to help—or to simply find out 
about ongoing efforts and developments—is to visit the project website:

www.VisionWestND.com
There you can:

•	 Learn about upcoming meetings and webinars
•	 Read relevant news about our progress
•	 Read all prior and current plans and reports
•	 Follow and assist with our implementation efforts
•	 Let us know you want to help

InVITed
you’re
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