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Lone eagles like
to flock together

Location-neutral businesses quietly
a big presence in mountain towns

by Allen Best

STEAMBOAT SPRINGS, Colo. — Since
arriving in Steamboat Springs in 1994, Jens
Owen has demonstrated that software
developers need not be in metropolitan areas
to achieve success.

While proximate to the pastoral
loveliness of the Yampa Valley and the
powder-laden glades of Mount Werner’s
Steamboat ski area, Mr. Owen has started
and now sold two businesses, for $16 million
and $7 million respectively.

Now, with 1,300 square feet of leased
space in downtown Steamboat, Owen hopes
to incubate other high-tech businesses.

Modeled on similar tech incubators in
California and Boulder, Colo., Mr. Owen
promises to assist entrepreneurs in setting up
businesses and then securing venture capital.
In turn, he’ll get an equity position in the
new companies. He hopes to select five
teams of entrepreneurs for a three-month
incubation each beginning
in January.

High-tech companies
exemplify the sort of
location-neutral businesses
that have long existed in
mountain towns. But unlike
tourism and real estate
sectors, by nature they have
been amorphous as a
business sector. Yet, at least
in Steamboat Springs, they add up to a
significant bloc of the job sector.

Noreen Moore, of the Routt County
Economic Development Cooperative, says
that when she recently assembled a panel of
speakers about location-neutral businesses,
she rounded up 10 companies that
collectively have a $14 million payroll
while employing 350 people. That, she
points out, equals the employee base at
the local hospital.

In fact, while Ms. Moore has
identified 400 such location-neutral
businesses in the Steamboat area, she
admits she’s sometimes at a loss to
define the dimensions. “I feel like
Louis Pasteur,” she jokes. “What the
heck is this under the microscope?”

Yet, of what she has found, Ms.
Moore finds nothing but good for ski-
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anchored mountain towns. The location-
neutral jobs tend to pay well—an average
$40,000 in the sampling of her panel. They
add richness to the community fabric. And,
they do not depend upon a commodity. Ski-
based tourism, despite upgrades in
snowmaking, still relies absolutely on good
SNOW.

“The more diversity there is for these
communities, the stronger they become,” she
says.

ocation-neutral businesses have long

existed in mountain towns. In the

late 1980s, when I was in Vail, I
remember a company that designed radar
detectors and a device that measured the
speed of golf balls. There were also the so-
called lone eagles, including an executive
head-hunter, as personnel recruiters are
sometimes called. Down the valley was an
archaeologist.

That was before the Internet became
commonly accessible. But in the last 15
years, says Jim Weskott, the former Colorado
state demographer, the Internet has greatly
changed how people live and work. It’s not
just in ski towns.

In Boulder, Colo., several computer
firms no longer have offices for employees.
That saves money. A recent count in Douglas
County, an affluent edge-city south of
Denver, revealed one out of six people
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worked at home.

Location-neutral businesses can be
divided into several sectors. Remote workers
constitute one sector. “We used to call them
lone eagles, but I don’t think that really
describes them very well,” says Ms. Moore.

“You might have somebody writing code
for Hewlett-Packard, even though Hewlett-
Packard has no office here. Steamboat has at
least one such H-P code writer, as well as
several people who work remotely for Chase
Bank.”

Another sector consists of entrepreneurs.
Like Mr. Owen, they settle in Steamboat and
then create companies.

Ken Reed, for example, was in Denver
when he had an idea for a software program
called K to the 8" Power, which teaches
children how to use computers.

“I picked a spot that I really liked and
enjoyed,” he says.

Moving to Steamboat, he founded his
company in 2003 and last year sold it to a
much larger Baltimore-based company,
Connections Academy. Although now in
senior management for the company, he
expects eventually to repeat the process —
again, using Steamboat as the base.

et another sector consists of

manufacturers based in Steamboat.

Smart Wool is probably the most
famous example, a company that was
founded to use the locally produced wool to
make socks favored by outdoors enthusiasts.
The wool now comes from elsewhere, and
the manufacturing has been exported, too.
For that matter, the company was sold. But
the managerial nucleus remains in
Steamboat.

Other businesses in Steamboat
manufacture goods related to the outdoors:
Moots makes titanium mountain bikes; Big
Agnes sleeping bags; Creek Company fishing
gear; and Wing-Time Inc. barbecue sauces.



