State helping
manufacturing
businesses excel

Free, non-profit service
revved by donations
from ‘private angels’

By Christine Hierlmaier
TIMES STAFF WRITER

Like an extension educator who
makes house calls to farmers and con-
sults on crop yields and business man-
agement, a manufacturing specialist
with Minnesota Technology makes
house calls to manufacturers to guide
them through the maze of technology
enhancements.

And the advice is free.

This public, non-profit corporation
established through legislation in 1987
typically assists Minnesota companies
with fewer than 250 employees. Six
regional offices, including one located in
St. Cloud, focus on local manufacturers
and local issues. And the St. Cloud
office has led the way in partnering
those manufacturers with educational
and technical resources.

“Minnesota has
a very hospitable
environment for
tech-based compa-
nies,” said Jacques
Koppel, president
of Minnesota Tech-
nology. “Our work
force is recognized

—— nationally and
Jacques Koppel internationally
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number of private
angels who on a regular basis invest in
these companies.”

Track record strong

Since it began recording results in
1992, Minnesota Technology has helped
more than 2,000 businesses — about 400
of them annually — contributing almost
$250 million to company bottom lines
and the state economy in sales, profits
and investment.

It has done this not only through man-
ufacturing specialists, but also through
an electronic information service, video-
conferencing sites, a technology devel-
opment office at the University of Min-
nesota and software testing centers.

The St. Cloud Regional Office for

Minnesota Technology is typically quiet
during the day as its three manufactur-
ing specialists are out making house
calls. The specialists cover 14 counties
from Cass to Wright and from Todd to
Pine.

“We’re like the old-time doctors,” said
Sandy Voigt, St. Cloud regional director.
“We help companies make decisions
based on options and choices.”

That’s something Bob Heurung appre-
ciates. He’s the owner of Painting Spe-
cialists in Avon, a painting and millwork
pre-finishing firm for homeowners, con-
tractors, lumberyards, window and fix-
ture companies.

When manufacturing specialist Ed
Schultz showed up at his company,
Heurung noted how he talked not only
to him, but also his sales people and
other employees to get a sense of the
business operation.

Then he made suggestions, giving
Heurung a chance to mull it over and
decide on the best implementation. “He
comes in and gives us ideas and lets us
put it into play. He doesn’t tell us how to
run the business.”

Minnesota Technology assisted Paint-
ing Specialists in shop floor layout for
new automated finishing equipment,
and resourcing environmental special-
ists to help the company comply with
safety and clean air regulations. Schultz
also consulted on quality materials
issues and marketing.

His advice cost the company nothing
but time for exploring and planning.
Heurung liked that too. “Very much so,
it’s cost efficient.”

Funding is key to success

To offer assistance free of charge,
Minnesota Technology receives about $6
million in state funding, about $2.5 mil-
lion in federal funding, and it generates
about $1 million through grants and
other sources. The budget comes to
about $10 million, most of which is
directed to clients, Koppel said.

“We want to make our corporation
part of the state’s infrastructure to sup-
port the economy. And we believe in
local initiatives,” he said.

Last month Minnesota Technology
announced the first results of a pilot pro-
ject called the Technology Partnership
Fund. It invested more than $500,000 in
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At Painting Specialists, Kip Opatz finished some
wood trim. Minnesota Technology assisted the

IMINNESOTA TECHNOLOGY AWARDS

Minnesota Technology is looking for
technology leaders, companies and innova-
tions which make Minnesota a leading cen-
ter for technology.

The first-ever Minnesota Technology
Awards program is designed to heighten
public awareness of how vital diverse tech-
nology is to the state, according to Jacques
Koppel, president of Minnesota Technology.
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ner and program May 1 at
Marriott City Center.

Nomination applications
15. Contact Jane Petersg
3073 or (612) 672-3423.
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matching funds in six Minnesota compa-
nies to develop new products in cooper-
ation with post-secondary schools.

One of the companies, FENA Design,
St. Cloud, received $100,000 to develop
a safer and more responsive stand-up
wheelchair in collaboration with St.
Cloud State University. A product
launch is scheduled for May 1998.

Governor Arne Carlson has proposed
an additional $2 million per year invest-
ment to the Fund for the state’s 1998-99
budget.

St. Cloud support
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RESOURCES

¥ Minnesota Technology's Information
Services offer 55 public sites, including one
at the St. Cloud regional office, where busi-
nesses can locate technology resources,
conduct commerce and communicate with
like people and organizations electronically.
due March  Its World Wide Web site is located at
(800) 325- http://www,mntech.org

B The corporation also offers several
video-conferencing sites for businesses to
communicate with customers, clients and
companies around the world. Several video-
conferencing seminars also are held at
these sites — one at the St. Cloud Techni-
cal College — through the year.

B The Technology Development Center
at the University of Minnesota helps place

Koppel University-created technology in the hands
SOTATECH  of companies which can develop it into new
e enterprises and industries,

B Minnesota Technology has estab-
rong lished three software centers — one in
St. Cloud Duluth to Support software development
such part- companies, one in St. Paul where software
rporation  MaKers can test their products, and one in
Stateand St Cloud at St. Cloud State University
 to assist where manufacturers can test-drive soft-
chnology ware before they buy i, .

® For more information on these ser-
! vices or others, call the St. Cloud regional
frst 10 do office at 654-5201 or chek out its online
gtsaid.  gio ot hitp://www.mntech. org/cenreg.htm.
Such pro- - Other regional offices are located in Moor-
of a com-  head, Redwood Falls, Rochester, Min-
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