
Situation
Wisconsin’s northern counties—rough-
ly defined as the counties north of U.S.
Highway 29—are home to some of the
state’s most abundant natural
resources.

The forests and woodlands of northern
Wisconsin give the state a strong
national edge in the area of wood
products manufacturing. In fact,
according to Harvard University’s
Cluster Mapping Project, Wisconsin is
ranked as the number one state in the
National Forest Products Cluster.
Twenty-eight of Wisconsin’s 72 coun-
ties look to the forest industry as their
primary manufacturing employment
sector.

But wood products manufacturing, like
many other American industries, has
come under intense foreign competi-
tion in recent years. Wisconsin com-
petes well on quality, but not as well
on price. To become more price com-
petitive, the forest products industry
needed to adopt more sophisticated
production technology—and recruit a
more highly skilled labor force.

Response
When UW-Extension community eco-
nomic development specialist Andy
Lewis spoke at a 2006 conference-
about the roles local officials could
play in the economic development
process, Antigo city adminstrator Dale
Soumis was listening. Soumis asked
Lewis to make a similar presentation to
local officials in Langlade County. Lewis
obliged, and included industry cluster
maps created by his Center for
Community and Economic
Development (CCED) colleague, Matt
Kures in his presentation. One image in
particular attracted Langlade County
officials’ attention—the wood products
manufacturing cluster in northern
Wisconsin.

With the goal of finding a way to sup-
port industry and provide high-tech
training to the local workforce,
Langlade County leaders asked Lewis
to explore the feasibility of creating a
wood technology education program
at the Northcentral Technical College
in Antigo.

Lewis and Dr. Roger Nacker, President
of the Wisconsin Economic
Development Institute (WEDI), under-
took a comprehensive study, gathering
and analyzing information to discover
whether support existed for a wood
technology education program in the
region.

The researchers developed a survey
that was sent to all 125 wood prod-
ucts businesses in Langlade County,
including sawmills, wood preserva-
tion, millwork, window and door 
manufacturers.
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“The idea is that if we build this

and it’s going to provide high-

tech training, it’s going 

to draw more businesses to this

area that will employ more

people.”
—Mike Berry, Associate Dean of the
Technology and Trades Division at
Northcentral Technical College.

“...Every meeting we have—

county board meeting,

economic development 

meeting—we ask about the 

technology center.”
—Langlade County Board Chair 
Mike Klimoski



These businesses employ nearly 9,000
workers with an annual payroll of
more than $270 million. Twelve per-
cent of the employees live in counties
adjacent to Langlade County.

Ninety-five percent of the businesses
responded to the survey. They identi-
fied workforce costs such as health
care, workers’ compensation and
wages as their most important issues,
followed by global competition, the
supply of raw materials and operating
costs.

Three out of five businesses reported
that skilled workers were not readily
available in their geographic area. At
the same time, half of the businesses
indicated that the potential existed to
hire up to 10% more workers in the
coming year.

Lewis and Nacker’s analysis had
revealed a clear need for additional
skilled workers to help the county’s
wood manufacturers grow and com-
pete in the global marketplace.

The researchers also estimated that
more than 400 new jobs could be cre-
ated in Langlade County for workers
with high-tech wood manufacturing
skills, and that the industry could
potentially generate more than $14
million in private investment in the
region.

The economic feasibility analysis demonstrat-
ed that there was a very large market and a
compelling need for wood technology training
in Langlade County.

Outcomes
The results of the study were
embraced by the president of the
Northcentral Technical College, a panel
of industry leaders, the mayor of
Antigo, and county board members.

In September 2008, the Langlade
County Board of Supervisors approved
more than $2.5 million for a new
Wood Technology Center of Excellence
on the Northcentral Technical College
campus in Antigo.

But before construction began, the
county used the information from the
feasibility study to apply for federal
stimulus dollars to assist in the project.

The result was a $1.3 million grant
from the U.S. Department of
Commerce to help in building the new
Wood Technology Center of Excellence
in Antigo.

With the additional support from the
federal grant and the county’s finan-
cial commitment in place, ground-
breaking took place at the Technical
College in 2009 with courses sched-
uled to begin late in 2010.

The new center’s programs will
include the latest training in wood
technology, and the building itself will
provide entrepreneurial space to sup-
port new businesses. The technical col-
lege will offer an associate degree in
wood processes and a technical 
diploma in wood manufacturing 
technologies.

Local officials expect the benefits of
the wood technology center to extend
beyond the development of a high-
tech workforce and new forest prod-
ucts jobs. They see a future in which
the wood technology center will
attract more businesses to Langlade
County, which in turn will provide
more jobs to boost the 
economy.

Using the information from the study
conducted by UW-Extension and
WEDI, Langlade County officials invest-
ed in an educational program that will
reap economic benefits not only for
residents of Langlade County, but for
the entire state of Wisconsin.
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“...This is great because we’ll have people ready to work when they

come here and they’ll understand the concepts of new machinery and

manufacturing processes.”

—Kretz Lumber employee
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