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Over the past decade, Western North 
Dakota has experienced change in nearly 
every facet of life — from infrastructure 
to traffi c to commerce to basic commu-

nity services. One slice of demographics 
that is changing in Western North Da-
kota is those sleeping without a roof over 
their heads.

“The Bakken historically is not a 
place where we see many people who 
are homeless,” said Michael Carbone, ex-
ecutive director North Dakota Coalition 
Homeless Persons. “But right now that is 
where we are seeing the majority of our 
state’s homeless are.” 

Most have heard the stories of work-
ers coming from all over the globe to fi nd 
work in Western North Dakota and the 
Bakken oil fi elds. Newspaper headlines, 
nightly news report all told the story of 
the modern day gold rush, and every-
one was hiring. Even the North Dakota 
Chamber of Commerce got into the 
game and took out billboards outside the 
state letting people know “We’re open for 
business.” 

This is the siren song to many entre-
preneurs and opportunity seekers. Some 
hopped in their vehicles and drove to the 
Bakken, while others purchased a one-
way Amtrak ticket to Williston, Stanley 
or another oil town. Many came believ-
ing there would be a job literally waiting 
for them the minute they arrived. Turns 
out the news casts only told part of the 
story. 

“These are primarily opportunity 
seekers, people who have come look-
ing for work or an opportunity to turn 
their life around,” Carbone said. “Some 
are successful in fi nding employment but 
not housing, and some are not successful 
fi nding employment or housing.” 

Carbone added that there are those 
who do come out to the Bakken and fi nd 
everything they need, but there are some 
who don’t. Carbone continued saying 
many of those individuals who do not 
fi nd opportunity or housing in the Bak-
ken migrate east to Bismarck or Fargo, 
where there are more housing and ser-
vices available for them. 

“The migration to the east is really 
putting a stress upon the whole state,” 
Carbone said. 

With homeless resources in short sup-
ply and unsheltered people abundant, 
Carbone said the biggest challenge they 
are facing right now is fi nding out what 
the appropriate service is needed. 

“Some people just need a light touch, 
like a couple weeks in a shelter until they 
can establish themselves,” Carbone said. 
“Or maybe they just need that affordable 
housing unit to open up so they can just 
get in.” 

Currently, on any given day, North 
Dakota has about 2,100 homeless people 
living in the state and 1,400 unsheltered.

“Unsheltered means living outside, 
under a bridge, in a car, in a tent, in some 
other building not meant for human 
habitation.” Carbone said. “We’ve actu-
ally found people living in haystacks, in 
grain bins, we found one guy who took 
shelter in a culvert each night.”

Carbone pointed out the numbers 
their point-in-time study calculated are 
not 100 percent accurate. He said many 
people are not eager to disclose their situ-
ation. 

“Homeless families with children are 
diffi cult because they are not particu-

larly eager to disclose their situation in 
fear that Social Services may intervene or 
something like that,” Carbone said.

In addition to detailed information 
like children sleeping in cars and tents 
being disclosed, mental illness, criminal 
backgrounds and disabilities are under-
counted too. Carbone also added that on 
any given day in North Dakota there are 
185 unsheltered veterans, but believes 
that count is low too.

“In the larger cities like Fargo and 
Bismarck, outreach is much easier,” Car-
bone said. “The geographical area of the 
Bakken is so large trying to fi nd everyone 
who is homeless is near impossible.”

Carbone said what they found was 
two-thirds of the homeless population 
in North Dakota are Bakken opportunity 
seekers migrating to the oil fi eld. 

“We’ve identifi ed people from all 50 
states coming to North Dakota seeking 
opportunity,” Carbone said. “The ma-
jority of them come from places in the 
United States with depressed economies 
— Michigan, Nevada come to the top of 
my mind, but also from other energy pro-
ducing states like Wyoming and Texas.”

Carbone explained further that many 
of the homeless Bakken opportunity 
seekers from energy producing states 
have a background and contacts within 
the energy industry and just haven’t se-
cured housing yet. He added that only 25 
percent of those looking for work in the 
Bakken could return to a house in their 
home state. 

Historically, Western North Dakota 
used a hotel voucher system to address 
the homeless population, and it worked. 

“In the past they would be put up 
for two, three, four days, maybe a week 
or two until some situation could be 
found for them,” Carbone said. “We’ve 
gone through a couple years where hotel 
vouchers were just impossible because 
there were no hotels available. But that’s 

improving in Western North Dakota.” 
Carbone addressed the national repu-

tation of the shale play which is migrating 
people to the state where it is perceived 
everyone is hiring. 

“There are many who come to the 
Bakken hoping for a job in the energy 
sector and they just don’t have the skills, 
or perhaps they have background issues 
with criminal elements or drugs and al-
cohol, which makes it diffi cult for them 
to get and maintain employment,” Car-
bone said. “However not everyone comes 
to the Bakken for an energy sector job, 
some people are just looking for a job. 
Many would be happy working at Mc-
Donald’s or an assembly line somewhere, 
the problem with many of those jobs is 
the cost of housing.” 

Carbone added that there is a catch 22 
in the West with housing assistance. The 
housing income guidelines are outdated 
and result in one’s income being too high 
and results in closing many doors within 
the high-priced Bakken housing market.

Carbone added that he is hearing the 
housing prices are becoming more af-
fordable and will have current homeless 
and housing data after the fi rst of the 
year when their Point-In-Time study 
concludes. 

“No one should be stigmatized by 
homelessness. It can happen to anyone of 
us for a variety of reasons at really almost 
any time,” Carbone said.

❑ ❑ ❑ 

Jason Spiess is a multi-media journal-
ist and host of Building the Bakken Radio. 
Building the Bakken Radio can be heard in 
Bismarck on SuperTalk KLXX 1270AM on 
Sundays at 10am CT. To see if your listen-
ing area carries the radio program or see 
the entire Building the Bakken Media Net-
work, visit www.buildingthebakken.com. 
Spiess can be contacted at jason@build-
ingthebakken.com.
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