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W
hen the modern day 
shale play began 
nearly a decade ago, 
energy companies 
realized this extraction 

cycle was completely different than anything 
they had ever come across before. Then, the 
code was cracked and the starter pistol was 
fired. The modern day shale play essential-
ly became the Bakken Boom, creating new 
business plans, strategic meetings, buyouts, 
mergers and other major industry-changing 
moves.

BUILDING ON THE BOOM
“The Bakken changes everything,” says 

Lynn Helms, director of the North Dakota 
Department of Mineral Resources. “It has 
changed your life and will continue to change 
your life.”

Helms’ words were said at the North Da-
kota Association of Oil & Gas Producing 
Counties’ annual meeting. Now, his initial 
words were meant for those working and 
living in the Bakken oilfields, but, his com-
ments demonstrated and tied in to convey 
that the Bakken is truly the modern day shale 
play; a world-class resource.

“National and international attention 
is tremendously focused on what is going 
on here in the state of North Dakota,” says 
Helms. “How it is changing the global econ-
omy; how it is changing environmental out-
looks around the world; how it is changing 
attitudes about North Dakota and all the sur-
rounding oil and gas producing shale plays.”
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that will continue to empower our great 
entrepreneurs, companies and small busi-
nesses to invest and make new and exciting 
things happen. That’s why everyone is asking 
about North Dakota and what’s going on up 
here.”

Enter BCE Structural, the largest struc-
tural engineering firm in Montana. The 
company is looking at how a backyard 
entrepreneur can use science, resources 
and ingenuity to assist the oil and gas in-
dustry, when it comes to time and money. 
The firm released a study involving rig 
mats, reporting quite a spike in new load 
data and durability.

“Our firm helped work through solu-
tions for walking rigs, and the 4L mat tested 
the best,” says Matthew Schmidt, a project 
and managing engineer at BCE Structural. 

“Now, like every energy job, it depends 
on the conditions and circumstances, but 
the 4L is the best strength for the least 
amount of weight.”

This study was commissioned by MT 
RIGMAT, a modern day group of back-
yard entrepreneurs from the little town 
of Charlo, MT. Charlo is located between 
Kalispell and Missoula, in the Flathead 
Lake region.

“We have never seen a rig mat company 
go to these lengths to ensure a safe and 
sound product,” says Schmidt. “Studies like 
this really do show hard numbers and facts, 
so professionals can have an intelligent con-
versation to highlight strengths and also 
dispel any myths about the product.”

BUILDING ON THE GREAT 
AMERICAN REMAKE

MT RIGMAT emerged from the 2009 
recession after the Flathead Lake area was 
hit hard. Travis Jordan, a certified electrician 
and president of MT RIGMAT, started Mon-
tana’s first rig mat company in the state, with 
the help of a team of certified welders.

“The 2009 recession left a glut of unem-
ployed electricians in our area. Actually any-
thing that dealt with building or construction 
was hit hard. Even the logging industry was 
hit pretty hard,” says Jordan. “I had to re-
invent myself and my business, while keeping 
my faith and family values intact. I very well 
couldn’t ship a wired house and I saw a need 

Harbert continues, illustrating how tech-
nology has changed and evolved over time, 
and how oil and gas have played a role.

“When you look at the change, the pace 
of change, and the scale of change, in terms 
of what the energy industry has been able to 
unlock, they are getting more out of it,” says 
Harbert. “The rocks haven’t changed. They 
have been here for millions of years. Our tech-
nology has advanced so quickly to get at things 
unbeknownst to us just a couple of years ago.”

BUILDING ON NATURAL GAS
Robert Bryce, senior fellow at Manhattan 

Institute for Policy Research, suggests the 
natural gas game is really suited more for the 
bigger companies, which have access to large 
amounts of resources, especially in the natur-
al gas transportation area.

“When it comes to natural gas and trans-
portation, I really don’t see a big role for back-
yard entrepreneurs because of the capital re-
quirements. They are just so large,” says Bryce. 

“For general or smaller backyard entrepre-
neurs, we are seeing an economic boom that is 
rippling throughout the entire economy; every-
body from hotel owner, to restaurant owner, to 
refueling. So, there are places in these booms 
for all kinds of people who want to start and 
own their own businesses, and I think it is all of 
this economic activity that is really allowing and 
providing an opportunity for a lot of people.”

BUILDING ON 
ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRIT

According to U.S. Sen. John Hoeven, 
these backyard entrepreneurs are popping up 
in North Dakota from all over the nation and 
are contributing to The American Remake.

“Business is the engine that drives this 
country and small business is the backbone 
of our country. North Dakota is leading the 
way forward,” says Sen. Hoeven. 

“Whether it’s agriculture, energy, tech-
nology or any of our other healthy industries, 
we are working to build a business climate 

BUILDING ON THE 
ECONOMY

This change is seen on a whole new level 
when discussing the impact to the economy. 
Roman Gonzalez, Ph.D., is director of the 
Energy and Environment Initiative and a 
professor of chemical and biological engin-
eering and bioengineering at Rice University 
in Houston, TX. He knows the Bakken is 
special because of the role that energy plays 
in the global economy.

“Energy impacts everything in the econ-
omy. In terms of innovation, [it affects] many 
different sectors.” says Gonzalez. “We are 
seeing innovation in so many sectors of the 
economy and we want to keep seeing it. I am 
very excited about it, because I feel like I am 
an entrepreneur more than a professor.”

Dr. Gonzalez is also program director 
of the Advanced Research Projects Agency 
– Energy (ARPA – E), with the U.S. De-
partment of Energy. He goes on to say that 
in many areas of energy, the value-added 
projects from traditional energy products 
will identify companies to work together, 
collaborate and innovate new technolo-
gies to solve problems and percolate new 
micro-economies.

BUILDING ON INNOVATION
Another expert who sees energy as the fuel 

behind innovation is Karen Alderman Har-
bert, president and CEO of the U.S. Cham-
ber of Commerce’s Institute for 21st Century 
Energy (Institute). She believes those who are 
actively seeking new technical information 
and applying it to traditional applications are 
driving our country’s economic rebound.

Harbert anecdotally validated the hypoth-
esis that innovation and technologies are driv-
ing the shale plays across the country, impacting 
the economy in new and dramatic ways.

“There is no other industry out there today 
that is higher tech than the energy business,” says 
Harbert. “We think of IT as really being ET. So it 
is really the new high tech part of things.”

Travis Jordan, MT RIGMAT, speaking with delegates at the 22nd Williston 
Basin Petroleum Conference, in Bismarck, ND.

An eight-foot standard rig mat. 
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‘It looks pretty soft today,’ to real data and 
facts that we can truly measure,” says Jor-
dan. “We are not guessing anymore.” 

“In the oilfield, weight is not as much of 
a concern as strength. We must get as high 
a strength as possible out of the product,” 
says Jordan. “Steel is about 20 times strong-
er than wood, but an all steel rig mat would 
be too heavy, so, we had to back that down 
and engineer the highest strength for the 
weight that we could, while working within 
the industry standards and needs.”

According to Schmidt, one of the biggest 
benefits to this whole study is the proactive 
reclamation practices with the rig mats.

“The basic economics of trying to bring 
in a road base in soupy clays, means you need 
to bring in a bunch of gravel. That gets ex-
pensive,” says Schmidt. “In lieu of that, you 
remove one of those rig mats and you are not 
destroying the landscape. In fact, in many 
cases, you are preserving native fauna roots 
that might be very difficult to find, if they are 
destroyed by gravel, rock and the wear and tear 
of trucks.”

In the end, the one thing that may be the 
most satisfying to Jordan is peace of mind. 
Knowing that his hard work—and his team’s 
hard work—is making a difference in the 
industry, while being validated by outside 
sources for their innovation.

“Getting everyone on the same page and 
speaking close to the same language has al-
lowed us to remove the anecdotal data like, 

for the rig mats. We had a group of certified 
welders and electricians hungry for work, so 
we set out to build a quality product by dedi-
cated and hard working professionals.”

Since then, MT RIGMAT has grown 
its little business into a real, viable asset to 
oilfields and the Charlo community. MT 
RIGMAT started small, shipping mats to 
North Dakota and Montana, according 
to Jordan. Since then, the company has 
grown to ship all over the United States 
and even into Canada and Australia, cre-
ating economic activity with the local saw 
mill and doubling the company’s output.

During the early days, Jordan, like many, 
had to solve some unforeseen problems with 
the ever-changing energy industry. Since the 
study was done, and he was able to use the 
data to recreate a product, Jordan says he was 
pleasantly surprised that some small changes 
to the original 4-Rail Heavy Duty mats have 
made them 10 times stronger than steel-
framed laminated wood (CLT) mats.

“Steel is really 19 times stronger than wood,” 
says Schmidt. “Wood is a great product for its 
weight, but with today’s rigs, the combination 
works very nicely. Essentially, it serves as a spine 
or backbone and distributes the weight.”

Jordan was quick to learn which variables 
to focus on when applying innovation. 

GET TO KNOW OUR 
EXPERTS
JASON SPIESS

Jason Spiess is an award-winning jour-
nalist, talk show host, publisher and ex-
ecutive producer. Spiess has worked in the 
radio and print industry for over 25 years. 
For all but three years of his professional 
experience, Spiess was involved in the over-
all operations of the business as a principal 
partner. Spiess is a North Dakota native, 
Fargo North alumni and graduate of North 
Dakota State University.

Spiess began covering the Bakken full-
time in March 2012 by living and operating 
his business in a 1976 Winnebago. Cur-
rently, Building the Bakken Radio is carried 
by 12 radio stations across four states and is 
available on iTunes. Building the Bakken ar-
ticles and columns are regularly featured in 
newspapers, magazines,industry periodicals 
and online news sites.

For more information on Spiess, email 
jason@buildingthebakken.com or visit 
www.buildingthebakken.com.
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