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58 Peak Performance
Billings, Mont. boasts low
taxes and wide-open vistas.

60 Rocket Town
High-tech tinkerers thrive in
Huntsville, Ala.

61 Heartland Haven
Oklahoma City is a hotbed of
biomedical innovation.

62 Gulf CoastDynamo
The recession didn't mess
with diverse, vibrant Houston.

64 Rust Belt Shine
Educated talent and low overhead revitalize Pittsburgh.

e've all heard the hype: In Olir wireless world, your company can thrive
from a loft in Brooklyn or a houseboat in Hawaii. "Where you are doesn't
matter, because we're all on the same vast, virtual plane. Right?
Wrong. Location matters more than ever before. The Great Recession
redrew the map ofAmerica. Entire towns sank in the subprime mortgage
crisis; capitals offinance and manufacturing were brought to their knees.
And while the headlines heralded each new disaster, a quieter but equally important phenomenon was
taking place. A handful of communities-places like Houston, Oklahoma City and Huntsville, Ala. on
FSB's annual Best Places to Launch list-were soldiering through the recession almost unscathed.
At the same time, only 42% of U.S. entrepreneurs believe that their current location is the best
placeforthem to thrive, according to the latestFSB/Zogby International poll. We believe that figure
should be much higher. This year FSB partnered with the Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation
to find the 50 most business-friendly communities in America. With help from Robert
Fairlie, an economist and leading scholar of entrepreneurship at the University of
California, Santa Cruz, we sifted through such data as per capita income, hourly
wages, workforce quality, crime rates, taxes and foreclosures.

SMALL CITY
BILLINGS, MONT.
Beartooth Mapping co-owners
Paige Darden and Kevin Toohill
visit the Rlmrocks.
Photograph by Joe Pugliese
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TOP 20
SMALL
CITIES
Metro areas with
fewer than 250,000
residents
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1 Billings, Mont.

~

152,005 TOTAL POPULATION

"I

2 Bismarck, N.D.

, ,.

104,944

.,

I

3 Fargo, N.D.
195,685
4 Rapid City, S.D.
122,522

,

5 Sioux Falls, S.D.
232,930

6 Midland, Texas

II

,

129,494

7 Morgantown, W.V.

I

We also looked at population size. "While some
entrepreneurs prefer to locate near major cities,
some opt forthe intellectual spark and intimacy of
college towns and other small, close-knit communities. One size doesn't fit all, so our list is divided
into three tiers: small, medium and large.
Historically,"fast-growing small companies have
led the U.S. economy out of recession. And according to our latest poll, nearly half of all small
business owners would consider moving if doing
so would help their companies.
The next wave of prosperity is yours to surf.
-JESSICA BRUDER
'Where will you start?

NO.1 SMALL CITY

PEAK
PERFORMANCE
If you don't mind a little isolation,
Billings, Mont. combines gorgeous
scenery with low taxes.
GrO\.ving up in the Chicago suburbs, Kevin Toohill yearned to experience the wide-open vistas
of the western U.S. Today the avid outdoorsman lives 'with his family in Billings, Mont.,
where he runs Beartooth Mapping, a firm that
sells customized topographic maps and other
geographic products. Its Website, MyTopo
.com, allows consumers to customize maps by
choosing the location, center, area, size, print
finish and numerous other specifications.
The company grosses between $2 million and
$3 million annually.
The vast majority ofMyTopo's customers live in
more populous states such as California, Michigan, New York and Texas. So why stay in Montana? One word: lifestyle. "If big mountains and
recreational activities are what you like, Billings is
your place," explains Toohill, 35. "We are two hours
from Yellowstone National Park. There's the best
fly-fishing in the country. We've got horseback
riding trails and white-water rafting. That's what
keeps us here:'

The biggest city in Montana, Billings is still a
small town in size and spirit. It's the largest urban area between Fargo, N.D. and Spokane, and
it serves as the regional hub for more than half a
million people. But ...v ith a population of a little
more than 100,000 (150,000, if you count the
suburbs), Billings remains the sort ofplace where
the average commute time is a mere 16 minutes
and business proprietors are on a first-name basis
with their UPS delivery guy.
"It's friendly here and not stufi)r at all;' says Ritch
Rand, owner of Rand's Custom Hats, a 30-yearold family business that supplies Western-style
hats to cowboys and film stars alike. "I can walk
into the bank and visit with the vice president if
I need to."
Major local industries are agriculture, energy,
transportation, healthcare and e4ucation. An
eclectic mix of businesses call Billings home, including three oil refineries, First Interstate Bank
and Kampgrounds of America, which operates
campsites throughout the U.S. "Billings is unquestionably the business capital of Montana," says
Patrick Barkey, director ofthe Bureau of Business
and Economic Research at the University ofMontana. "It has a real dynamism:'
Billings's business climate is best described as
temperate. Unemployment is rising but remains
well below the national average. The Tax Foundation, a Washington, D.C. think tank, ranks Montana's tax climate as the sixth most favorable in
the country. And the national real estate bubble
skipped Billings-today Montana's foreclosure rate
is the fourth lowest in the country.
Billings is not complaint-free, however. Some
argue that Montana's lack of a state sales tax
places an excessive burden on property owners.
Others point to Montana's general isolation and
wish that there were more price competition
among the airlines serving Billings Logan International Airport.
Nonetheless, Billings is growing rapidly. According to Census Bureau estimates, the metro
area's population increased by about 10% between
2000 and 2008. Toohill, for one, has found his
home. "I want the smaller cities and bigger spaces
ofMontana;' he says.
-HELAINE OLEN

118,506
8 Dubuque, Iowa
92,724

BILLINGS, MONT.

9 Hattiesburg, Miss.
140,781

10 Missoula, Mont.
107,320
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"If big mountains and recreational activities are what you like, Billings is your place."
-Kevin Toohill, co-owner, Beartooth Mapping
"I can walk into the bank and visit with the vice president if I need to."
-Ritch Rand, owner of Rand's Custom Hats

