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AT-A-GLANCE SUMMARY
This Comprehensive Economic Development & Recovery Strategy (CEDRS) has been prepared by
the Okanogan County Economic Alliance (EA) with sponsorship funding support from the
Washington State Department of Commerce. The Economic Alliance envisions the citizens and
communities of Okanogan County working together to bring prosperity to all. What follows is a
summary of major findings and recommendations of this CEDRS report.

Existing Conditions & Trends
As the geographically largest county in Washington state, Okanogan County’s population is
estimated at 43,130 with 18,025 jobs as of 2020. Historically and today, settlement patterns of
the Okanogan have been driven by road accessibility – primarily the south-north corridor of US
97 and the seasonally open east-west route of the SR-20 North Cascades Highway. In addition,
SR-155 connects Omak as the largest city via the Colville Reservation to Grand Coulee Dam.
Historically dependent on natural resource activities, the area in recent years has benefitted
from Puget Sound tourism via SR-20 and Canadian visitors via US 97. Repeated wildfires in
recent years have at least temporarily disrupted economic activity. Most recently, the COVID
pandemic of 2020 has served to substantially affect travel and tourism activity, with economic
impacts to retail, dining and lodging establishments as well as to other business sectors.
The county’s population is more racially and ethnically diverse, older, growing more slowly,
with lower household incomes and lower labor force participation than the rest of the state and
the three-county North Central Washington (NCW) region. Government comprises the largest
job sector, followed by natural resource activities including agriculture and forestry. County
residents are more dependent on government transfer payments with a below average share of
net earnings (including wages and salaries) than is the case for the rest of the state.
Unemployment has traditionally been above statewide averages, but despite a spring 2020
spike in pandemic-related joblessness, rates have since reduced following a pattern similar to
the rest of the NCW region and state. However, from 2010 to 2019, county-wide labor force has
dropped by 1,500, with further reductions experienced through the pandemic into 2021.
Due to the large geographic area and diversity of communities, five separate sub-county
regions have been considered based on U.S. census county divisions. These are the:


Central Area (13,800 residents) – with the two largest cities as a retail/service center



East-CCT Reservation (6,000) – with predominant Native American population



Methow Valley (6,400) – large geographically with visitor and entrepreneurial appeal



North County (11,900) – showing population growth but underrepresented with jobs



South County (5,000) – predominantly Latino, work-oriented and agriculturally based
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SWOT Analysis
Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) affecting economic development
potential have been considered across seven topics:


Geography – offering diversity of natural setting offset by inconvenient access to major
metropolitan centers but with the prospect of growing attraction for non-urban living



Demography – with challenges of older populations and below-average incomes,
counterbalanced by new households with higher incomes and entrepreneurial bent



Economy – a strong natural resource based and entrepreneurial ethic but with eroding
labor force and weak critical mass including challenges of retail/tourism consolidation



Infrastructure – with base capacity represented by 13 incorporated communities offset
by inadequate broadband, stretched emergency access, and limited healthcare options



Housing – offering a wide range of residential options and pricing but with challenges of
an increasingly limited supply of low-mid range affordable housing



Education – yielding a workforce with high school and some college experience but with
long-term risk of displacement of lower skill workforce in favor of tech-readiness



Partnership Resources – with the greater NCW region, Canadian partners, and potential
Opportunity Zones but with increasing funding needs amid strained resources

Also reviewed by this report are SWOT features distinct to each of the five sub-county regions.

Recovery, Resilience & Diversity
Key take-aways from the data and SWOT analysis can be informed from the perspectives of:


Economic recovery – as illustrated by wildfire events, the decline of natural resourcebased industries and the most recent COVID-19 pandemic and economic downturn.
While different events have followed varied trajectories, economic assistance is most
needed and appropriate for those sectors of the economy and communities of
Okanogan County where recovery is not readily forthcoming on its own.



Economic resilience – addressing the question of what it takes to withstand or avoid an
economic shock altogether. A key initiative supporting long-term resiliency across issues
associated with wildfire, industry change, and public health is the need for improved
internet and broadband service – reaching to cover as much of the county’s population
as quickly as reasonably possible.



Diversity – to better address the challenge of a remarkably diverse county but with five
comparatively homogenous and geographically distanced sub-county regions. While
these regions would benefit from greater diversity of population and employment, it is
not expected that sub-county areas will change to fully match the overall diversity of the
county. Rather, initiatives can encourage collaboration between adjoining sub-county
areas as opportunities for expanded economic and community development.
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Strategic Direction & Action Plan
The strategic direction taken by the Economic Alliance and participating governmental agencies
and other organizations is intended to address the question of: Where do we want to go?
This role is consistent with the existing function of the EA Infrastructure Committee to annually
recommend updated priority infrastructure applications and economic development project
priorities for review and approval by resolution of the Okanogan County Board of
Commissioners. Two other current EA priorities are to facilitate the Okanogan County and CCT
Broadband Action Team – together with marketing of Okanogan County Opportunity Zones.
In addition to these already adopted project priorities, this CEDRS addresses short and longerterm economic development and recovery opportunities over the next 5-10 years. The strategic
plan differentiates between:


Core Economic Development Priorities – as the primary focus for the on-going work
program of the Economic Alliance in cooperation with local governmental, non-profit
and business partners. CEDRS priorities include:
 Business & industry development – with small business as a primary focus
 Downtown & Main Street revitalization – a priority across most Okanogan cities
 Tourism market recovery – repositioning post-pandemic for added value capture
 Opportunity zone investment – as incentives for private investment in three OZs
 External & internal marketing – to tourism, housing, business & investor interests



Supporting Opportunities – as additional priorities reinforcing economic development
opportunity with the Economic Alliance playing a support role to initiatives typically led
by other public, non-profit and business organizations serving Okanogan County, as for:
 Affordable housing – a county-wide priority for diverse workforce & senior housing
 Broadband internet – with a goal of full coverage (as close to 100% as possible)
 Wildfire risk management – supporting efforts for consensus-based planning/action
 Health care stabilization – with large employers boosting private insurance capacity
 Community infrastructure – for full utilization of federal/state funding programs

Evaluation Framework
The evaluation portion of the CEDRS process is intended to cover two questions that will be
addressed as implementation occurs, notably: How are we doing? and What can we do better?
Planned in conjunction with this CEDRS process are three possible types of performance
measures:


Annual metrics for Okanogan County



Periodically updated community or sub-county regional profiles



Evaluation specific to the purposes of each individual CEDRS project implemented
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ABOUT THIS CEDRS
This Comprehensive Economic Development & Recovery Strategy (CEDRS) has been prepared
by the Okanogan County Economic Alliance, a 501 (c) 3 non-profit organization. The Economic
Alliance works to create an effective partnership between private enterprise, county, tribal and
local governments in Okanogan County – also as part of the 3-county North Central Washington
Economic Development District (NCWEDD) encompassing Okanogan, Douglas and Chelan
Counties.
This CEDRS has been prepared in support of the overall vision and mission of the Economic
Alliance for economic development and prosperity in Okanogan County.

Vision
The Economic Alliance envisions the citizens and communities
of Okanogan County working together
to bring prosperity to all.

The Mission
Facilitate partnerships with private, government, and tribal entities
that will create an environment to nurture, support and recruit
businesses and industry in Okanogan County.
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CEDRS Participants
The Economic Alliance (EA) is governed by a Board of Directors with representation from
municipal and county governments, and the tribes – together with representation from the
business community.1 The EA Board has reviewed and approved this CEDRS document as a
fresh look strategy for economic development in cooperation with Okanogan County Board of
Commissioners and the regional NCWEDD organization.
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INTRODUCTION

Balanced economic development has long been a priority for the residents, businesses and
communities of Okanogan County. The most recent impetus for updated strategic analysis and
planning has come as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic starting in the early months of 2020.
Consequently, the Okanogan County Economic Alliance with sponsorship funding support from
the Washington State Department of Commerce has prepared this 2021 Comprehensive
Economic Development and Recovery Strategy (CEDRS) for Okanogan County.

BACKGROUND
In 1992, an Economic Diversification Strategy for Okanogan County was prepared for the then
county-wide Okanogan County Council for Economic Development (OCCED). The diversification
strategy was intended as a response to local and international changes in the supply of timber
with environmental, technology and market conditions causing job loss for those employed in
logging, mills and related supported industries.2 Of particular concern at the time was that a
shift from high paying employment to lower paying jobs and transfer payments had resulted in
a decline in the county’s overall standard of living.
Opportunities identified as available to the region were to maintain a viable but more
diversified forest products industry, increase tourism-recreation attributes, encourage
development of small business ventures, support development projects of the Colville
Confederated Tribes, and attract retirees and vacation home development. These opportunities
were offset – at least in part – by needs for community infrastructure investment, ready-tobuild industrial sites, tourism marketing and workforce retraining.
Subsequently in 1994, Okanogan County was recognized as having “led the way in the Pacific
Northwest on the creation of a process to identify and prioritize economic development
projects in a county.”3 Nearly 30 years later since adoption of the economic diversification this
strategy, Okanogan County has benefitted from growth of tourism, in-migration, tribal
development and supporting community infrastructure.
As is the case with many other Pacific Northwest communities, the timber industry has faced
on-going challenges with continued job loss. Closure of the county’s two lumber mills and
closure of the Kincross Gold Mine in the north county area had major adverse impacts to the
county’s economy and to the local communities where these employers were located.
The OCCED organization disbanded for a time. Subsequently these activities have been
transferred with a reinvigorated approach now led by the Okanogan County Economic Alliance
(dba Economic Alliance), incorporated as a non-profit with the vision of the “citizens and
communities of Okanogan County working together to bring prosperity to all.”
In 2020, Okanogan County along with the rest of the nation and world experienced a new crisis
in the form of the global COVID-19 pandemic. As with much of the rest of the Pacific Northwest
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and nation, the economic effects proved to be sudden and severe – but followed within less
than a year’s time by substantial economic recovery, initially occurring at a more rapid pace
than with most economic downturns. However, the pandemic has also accelerated other
changes already underway that can be expected to affect communities of the Okanogan region
in the years ahead.

THE ECONOMIC ALLIANCE
This Okanogan County Economic Alliance promotes economic development through planning,
research, small business advising and development. Programs and services to support local
communities, businesses and other organizations in the Okanogan County Service area include
roles as:


Associated Development Organization (ADO) – as designated by Okanogan County and
as recognized by the Washington Department of Commerce with responsibilities for
business recruitment, expansion and retention, and assisting start-up businesses.



Small Business Development Center (SBDC) – as a resource for expert advising,
management training and market research in partnership with the U.S. Small Business
Administration (SBA) and Washington State University (WSU).



Okanogan County Tourism Council (OCTC) – with the Economic Alliance providing
administrative support for OCTC including providing tourism information.

REPORT ORGANIZATION
The remainder of this CEDRS report is organized to cover the following topics:


Review of existing conditions and trends that have shaped Okanogan County’s
economic and community vitality in recent years.



Analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) expected to drive
and/or constrain county-wide economic prospects going forward.



Special focus on federal, state and local objectives for economic recovery, resilience
and diversity.



Strategic direction and action plan including specific opportunities for economic
development of significance to individual communities and the entire Okanogan County
region.



Evaluation framework as a means to prioritize pivotal projects and to monitor progress
toward full economic recovery and improved resilience longer-term.

An appendix to this CEDRS report provides a summary of recent regional and county-wide
priority project listings.

Okanogan County Economic Alliance ♦ Comprehensive Economic Development & Recovery Strategy ♦ Page 2

II. EXISTING CONDITIONS & TRENDS
This CEDRS report begins with a review of existing conditions and trends affecting Okanogan
County. The analysis addresses the county’s position within the larger 3-county region of North
Central Washington (NCW) and the state of Washington – as well as for the widely varied and
distinctive sub-county geographies within Okanogan County.

OKANOGAN COUNTY
As the largest county geographically within Washington state, Okanogan County encompasses
approximately 5,300 square miles. The county covers about the same land area as the state of
Connecticut – or more than Delaware and Rhode Island combined.
Okanogan County is bounded on the west by the Cascade Mountains, on the north by the
Canadian border, on the east by adjoining Ferry County and on the south by the Columbia
River. While much of the county is mountainous, there are also deep river valleys – as with the
Okanogan and Methow Rivers as tributaries to the Columbia – along which much of the region’s
population and economic activity is situated.

Population
With a population estimated at
43,130 residents as of 2020,
Okanogan County accounts for
26% of the 166,540 residents of
the three-county North Central
Washington (NCW) region –
also including the adjoining
counties of Chelan and Douglas.

Okanogan, NCW & Washhington State
Populations (with % Growth 2010-20)4

Okanogan County accounts for
just 0.6% of the nearly 7.7
million residents of Washington
state – though representing
7.4% of the state’s land area.
County-wide population density averages 8.2 persons per square mile – just 1/13 th the average
of 107 persons per square mile across the entire state.
Historically and currently, settlement patterns of Okanogan County have been driven by road
accessibility. The county is served by two major highways. US 97 runs south-north to the
Canadian border, closed during the COVID-19 pandemic. The SR-20 North Cascades Highway
runs east-west through the Cascades Mountains to the Puget Sound but is typically closed due
to weather from about late November/mid-December through early May. In addition, SR-155
connects Omak via the Colville Reservation to Grand Coulee Dam on the Columbia River.
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Economy
Long inhabited by indigenous native peoples, the Okanogan region was one of the last in
Washington to be settled by Europeans – whether from Canada or from the U.S., initially by
prospectors. In 1872, the Colville Reservation was established, with lands for multiple tribes set
aside in southeast Okanogan County and extending into adjoining southern Ferry County.
Starting in the late 1800s, the area was slowly settled with industry related to agriculture,
mining, forestry, and tourism. Grand Coulee Dam was completed in 1942 providing electricity
and flood control for lands served by the Columbia River and its tributaries. Economic activity
for the Colville Reservation has been largely the responsibility of the Colville Tribal Federal
Corporation, with multiple enterprises and serving as a major sub-county regional employer.
In recent years, agricultural activity has been challenged, especially due to reduced orchard
activity with more extreme weather conditions in the northern portion of the county – offset in
part by boutique and organic farming as in the Methow Valley and continued strong agricultural
activity in the South County area. Economic potentials have been adversely affected by
repeated wildfires – most notably the Carlton Complex wildfire burning over 250,000 acres in
2014 – including homes destroyed in and around Pateros.
Most recently, the COVID pandemic of 2020 has served to at least temporarily and substantially
affect travel and tourism activity, with resulting economic impacts to retail, dining and lodging
establishments. While travel and in-migration from the Puget Sound has re-emerged, Canadian
traffic to date has been eliminated due to closure of border crossings. It is against this backdrop
that this CEDRS report now proceeds to consider the demographic and economic data that
further detail conditions pre-pandemic and since.

DEMOGRAPHICS
Demographic indicators of significance for Okanogan County are summarized in comparison to
the three county North Central Washington (NCW) area and the entire state. The data provided
is derived primarily from three inter-related sources:


The U.S. Census Bureau which conducts the decennial census and also annual surveys as
provided by the American Community Survey (ACS) process.



The Washington State Office of Financial Management (OFM) which provides state
authorized estimates of population for state, county and local jurisdiction for years
between the decennial nation-wide censuses.



Private proprietary data of the nationally recognized Environics/Claritas demographic
firms – drawing on Census and other resources to estimate current conditions for
communities at varied levels of geographic specificity.

A review of key demographic indicators is provided by the graphs and accompanying narrative
on the next page. For each graph, the blue bar shows conditions for Okanogan County, the dark
green for North Central Washington (NCW), and the light green for the state of Washington.
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As depicted by the first graph to the right, population
growth for Okanogan County occurred at a pace half
that of the larger NCW region over the last decade –
both well below a 14% population increase experienced
statewide. However, there are signs that the pace of
growth may pick up as urban refugees migrate into
Okanogan County and the entire NCW region in the
wake of the pandemic.
Latino population represents an estimated 22% of all
Okanogan County residents, below the NCW proportion
of 29% but well above the state-wide 14% proportion.
Latino representation varies widely across the county.

% Population Growth (2010-20)

% Latino Population

% Native American

An estimated 11% of Okanogan County residents are
Native American – well above the shares of the
population for the larger NCW region or statewide.
Native Americans comprise nearly 60% of residents
living on lands of the Colville Reservation.
Residents of Okanogan County tend to be older than
those of the greater NCW region or entire state.
Median age of the entire Okanogan population is 43
years, but this ranges widely across various geographies
of the county. An estimated 23% of Okanogan residents
are age 65+ as compared with 20% for the NCW region
and 17% across the state of Washington.
At $51,600, median household income of Okanogan
County is 14% below the comparable NCW median and
36% below the state. Within the county, median
income for “white alone” households approximates
$52,100 as compared with $49,100 for Latino and
$42,100 for Native American households. Households
of two or more races have a median figure of $61,800.
Of final note are comparative labor force participation
rates. An estimated 55% of Okanogan County residents
of age 16+ are in the labor force – either with a job or
actively seeking employment. By comparison, 60% of
NCW persons and 64% of residents 16+ statewide are in
the labor force. In part, lower rates of labor force
participation reflect an older population with higher
proportions of retirees.

Median Age of Population

Median Household Income

% Labor Force Participation

Sources: WA-OFM, Environics/Claritas
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Added Notes: Other notes regarding demographic data of significance for this Okanogan
County CEDRS include the following:
Incomes:


An estimated 14% of Okanogan County families have below poverty level incomes,
above the 10% NCW rate and more than double the statewide 6-7% poverty rate.
Housing:


The Okanogan County housing market is strongly oriented to single family housing,
accounting for 73% of all residential structures as compared to 69% for the greater NCW
region and 63% statewide.



Also noted is that a relatively high 17% share of residences are mobile homes in
Okanogan County, as compared with a NCW 13-14% share and just 6% statewide.



Of occupied homes, 69% are owned by the occupants, above the ownership rates of
67% for North Central Washington and 64% for the entire state.



At an estimated $213,000, the estimated median value of all owner-occupied housing is
27% below the NCW median of $293,000 and 49% below the statewide median figure of
$420,000. However, it is noted that housing values are reportedly increasing more
rapidly over the last year, with substantial in-migration from urban areas of the Puget
Sound and elsewhere.

Employment:


Over 25% of the employed resident workers in Okanogan County (including those living
on the Colville Reservation) are employed by a local, state or federal governmental
agency – well above the NCW proportion of 17% and 15% for the entire state.



Okanogan County also experiences relatively high rates of self-employment, accounting
for an estimated 13% of workers as compared with a NCW figure of 12% and 10%
statewide.



Above average proportions of Okanogan County workers are employed in occupations
of maintenance/protective services, construction, community/education/health support
services, the sciences and production activity. Together these occupations account for
about 38% of the employed work force as compared with 32% for the NCW region and
30% for the entire state.
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ECONOMIC CONDITIONS
A focus of this CEDRS is on current conditions and changes in Okanogan County’s economy. This
analysis addresses trends pre-pandemic and, to the extent data is available, changing
conditions through the 2020 pandemic and beyond as economic recovery has progressed.

An Economic Recovery Dashboard
The Economic Alliance is participating in an innovative initiative to construct a robust,
continually updated database of on-going change to Okanogan County’s economic conditions.
Both NCWEDD and Okanogan County have created economic dashboards offering availability of
real-time county-level data as the region undertakes the transition from pandemic to recovery.5
Much of the data provided is updated on a weekly or monthly basis. A priority has been to
capture mobile data as for consumer spending and remote workers, and to promptly offer data
to help EDD partners create accurate and up-to-date reporting and grant requests.
Datasets portrayed visually with the dashboard include the county’s population and job trends
and forecast, top occupations and jobs with in-demand skills, poverty trend by county
subarea/race/educational attainment, monthly lodging and sales tax revenues, monthly
unemployment and supplemental nutrition assistance program recipients, business
participation in the federal Payment Protection Program (PPP), households receiving cash
assistance, employment by industry, and COVID-19 incidence rates.

Employment Trends by Industry
Of particular significance for this CEDRS are both long-term and recent trends in employment
by industry. Data from the Economic Recovery Dashboard are portrayed in detail by the graphic
on the following page. Highlighted observations include the following:


Per the Dashboard, as of 2020, there were an estimated 18,025 jobs in Okanogan
County. Government accounts for 5,270 jobs (29% of county-wide employment),
followed by agriculture and related natural resource employment, then retail trade.
Together, these three sectors account for about two-thirds (66%) of all employment in
Okanogan County.



In the decade from 2009-19 (pre-pandemic), Okanogan County experienced a relatively
modest net gain of 330 jobs. The sectors experiencing the greatest employment
increases were health care and social assistance, followed by transportation and
warehousing, government, arts/entertainment/recreation, and accommodation and
food services. All other sectors experienced either little change or net job loss.



The highest paid sector is government, with annual earnings averaging close to $68,000
per employee. Other sectors paying above the average county-wide wage of about
$45,600 are health care/social assistance, transportation/warehousing, professional and
related services, finance and insurance.

Okanogan County Economic Alliance ♦ Comprehensive Economic Development & Recovery Strategy ♦ Page 7

Okanogan County Employment Trends by Industry (Per Economic Recovery Dashboard)
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In addition to employment, other county-wide economic data of use for this CEDRS relates to
sources of personal income, pandemic unemployment experience, retail trade and tourism.

Sources of Personal Income
Data of the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) is useful to assess sources of personal
income – notably focused on a comparison of sources for Okanogan County relative to the
entire state of Washington.
As of 2018 (the most recent pre-pandemic year for which BEA data is available), sources of
income county- and state-wide were distributed approximately as follows:


Just under half (49%) of personal income in Okanogan County is derived from net
earnings (wage and salary plus proprietors) versus 62% of income for Washington state.



Dividends, interest and rents contribute 22% of county-wide earnings, roughly
comparable to the 23% share statewide.



Transfer payments from governmental sources account for 29% of personal earnings in
Okanogan County, essentially double the statewide proportion of 14%.
Comparative Sources of Personal Income (2018)

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis.

While not directly shown with the above graphic, it is noted that the experience of the threecounty NCW region generally reflects a blend of the Okanogan and statewide mix of income
sources.
To some extent, Okanogan County’s experience reflects both the older age profile of the
population (with a greater proportion on retirement including Social Security incomes) as well
as greater poverty (with other governmental support payments). Since 2010, the proportions
earned from net earnings as well as from transfer payments have declined somewhat while the
proportion received from investment sources (such as dividends, interest and rents) has
increased from 19% to 22% of county-wide personal income.
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Pandemic Unemployment Experience
An important objective of this CEDRS is to address the experience of Okanogan County both
prior to and through much of the pandemic – as one means of also assessing economic
recovery and resilience. This is accomplished via two perspectives – a review of unemployment
rate experience and tracking of labor force relative to employment trends.
In both instances, the analysis extends back to 2007 just prior to the Great Recession using
annual average data through 2019, shifting to also show monthly experience starting in 2020.
Unemployment Experience. The county, region and state experienced unemployment
increases from 2007-10, followed by reductions with recovery. However, the rate gap between
the county as compared to the region and state started to widen about 2017, with Okanogan
County exceeding NCW and statewide unemployment rates coming into the pandemic.
Comparative Unemployment Rates (2007-21)
15%
10%
5%
0%

Okanogan

NCW

WA

Source: Washington State Employment Security Department (ESD).
Monthly rates for 2020-21 are not seasonally adjusted. Data for May 2021 is preliminary.

Somewhat remarkably, the county’s experience through the 2020 portion of the pandemic
coincided closely with that of the NCW region and state – with unemployment peaking above
15% across all three geographies in April 2020, then declining through about October, before
rising again – in part reflecting higher seasonal rates through winter months.
Unemployment in Okanogan County went from 5.9% in October 2020 up to 8.5% in February
2021. With spring hiring, county-wide unemployment dropped back to 6.1% as of May 2021,
still somewhat above jobless rates of 5.5% for the NCW region and 5.3% statewide.
Labor Force & Employment Experience. Another way of viewing changes over this same
2007-21 time period is provided by the graph on the following page. This is of note because it
helps to inform the question of how the resident labor force responds to changing levels of
regional and county-level employment.
As with the unemployment analysis, annualized data is provided for the 2007-2019 period, with
monthly data (seasonally unadjusted) provided for 2020 into the early months of 2021.
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Okanogan County Labor Force & Employment Trend (2007-21)

Source: Washington State Employment Security Department (ESD). Data for May 2021 is preliminary.

From 2007-19, the number of unemployed workers in Okanogan County has ranged from about
1,300 to 2,100. Typically, changes in employment are followed (often with some time lag) by
changes in labor force. When job levels decline, some individuals go on unemployment while
others may exit the labor force altogether (whether temporarily or permanently).
Okanogan County’s labor force peaked at close to 21,900 in 2010, then dropped in the
following three years as employment levels declined – but rose back up through 2016 before
starting to decline yet again, even prior to the pandemic. As of 2019, the labor force had been
reduced to about 20,400 – a drop of 1,500 persons either employed or actively looking for work
over nine years.
The pandemic starting about March of 2020 led to increased volatility in both employment and
labor force on a scale not seen previously. Employment plunged in April even as the countywide labor force was increasing, suddenly with over 2,900 residents unemployed. With
subsequent (largely seasonal) employment gains into the summer, the labor supply also
expanded. But employment started to again decline coming into the fall and this time the labor
force contracted even more sharply into November – a month before the end of 2020.
Since then, employment and labor force numbers have again increased. However, coming into
the spring of 2021, the county-wide labor force stands at just under 19,350 – a reduction of
more than 2,500 workers in the labor force experienced from 2010 through to May 2021.
By considering annualized data, seasonal factors are eliminated from the analysis. When
comparing 2019 to 2020 annual averages, the net result has been a loss of 1,445 jobs (averaged
over the entire year). Approximately 27% of this most recent year-over-year job loss can be
accounted for by the overall annualized increase in unemployment. The remaining 73% of job
loss represents former workers who are no longer in the labor force actively looking for work.
Going forward, a pivotal question is whether the multi-year labor force contraction coupled
with pandemic effects represents a relatively permanent trend – especially with aging of the
population – or might be potentially reversible with new job and/or in-migration opportunity.
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Retail Trade
As of early 2020 (pre-pandemic), retail including dining businesses in Okanogan County
experienced total sales volume estimated at $675 million. As resident-based consumer demand
is estimated at $755 million, the opportunity gap (or sales leakage) is approximately $80
million, equating to 10-11% of locally generated demand.
Sales leakage occurs as local residents go elsewhere for more purchases than are received from
tourists coming in. This relatively low level of net leakage for a rural county is indicative of the
strong role that tourism (both domestic and Canadian) has played in supporting county-wide
retail activity.
Okanogan County Retail Sales
As illustrated by the graph
Surplus & Opportunity Gap (In Millions of $)
to the right, retail
categories that appear
particularly strong include
building and garden,
grocery and general
merchandise (including
discount stores).
Conversely, sales leakage is
noted as most substantial
for automotive and nonstore retail – and to lesser
extent as for
electronics/appliances,
health/personal care,
apparel and dining.
Source: Environics/Claritas (annualized data as of early 2020).
Non-store retail comprises primarily internet and mail order retailing. The data would suggest
that relatively nominal sales for local retailers are being generated by internet sales activity.
Environics/Claritas estimates that close to 12% of local purchasing power in Okanogan County
was spent on out-of-area internet purchases pre-pandemic, increasing to about 14% as of early
2021.
Also estimated is that total retail sales from in-county retailers have declined by about 10% in
the one year from pre-pandemic conditions in early 2020 to early 2021. This sales decline
reflects reduced purchases made by local residents and visitors.
Going forward, the best opportunities would be to focus on previously underserved categories
as for apparel and dining – catering both to local residents and tourists as the pandemic eases
and economic recovery takes hold. Apparel may represent a particular opportunity as recent
data indicates pent-up demand for purchases foregone over the past year – involving both large
format and smaller independent specialty stores.
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Tourism
Data compiled for the Washington Tourism Alliance (WTA) indicates that Okanogan County
tourism expenditures equated to over $3,320 per resident in 2019 (pre-pandemic). This is about
82% of the $4,070 per capita figure realized throughout the NCW region and 15% above the
less than $2,900 per capita expenditure figure realized state-wide.
As depicted by the
graph, per capita
tourism expenditures
exceed the statewide
average for lodging,
dining, recreation and
retail purchases – all but
transport. With 647,000
visitors in 2019, tourism
in Okanogan County
accounted directly and
indirectly for an
estimated 1,650 jobs,
$53 million in labor
income and $15 million
in state and local tax
revenue.

Per Capita Tourism Expenditures (2019)

Source: WA, Tourism Economics.

County-wide tourism spending increased by 20% from 2015-19, closely approximating a 21%
tourism spending increase statewide but below the three-county NCW gain of 25%. 6 Effects of
the 2020 pandemic reportedly were experienced unevenly. The Methow Valley experienced
new demand for outdoor getaways. North County lost Canadian visitors with border closures;
this loss was at least partially offset by added outdoor travel.

The Cities & Towns of Okanogan County
Okanogan County can be considered as largely rural due both to geography and population. As
of 2020, OFM estimates that 26,220 (or 61%) of residents live in the unincorporated areas of
the county – with 16,910 (less than 40%) residing within its incorporated cities and towns.
However, with 13 incorporated places, Okanogan County has an unusually high number of cities
and towns relative to its overall population – the same number as much more populated
Spokane County. There are only three counties east of the Cascades with more incorporated
places – Grant, Whitman and Yakima Counties. On the west side, another three counties have
more cities – King, Pierce and Snohomish, all of which are situated in the central Puget Sound.
The incorporated places of Okanogan County are relatively small – ranging from 235 in
Conconully to no more than 4,955 in Omak (as estimated by OFM for 2020).
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The distribution of
2020 population and
changes in population
from 2010-20 for each
city and the
unincorporated area
are illustrated by the
map graphic to the
right.

Incorporated Populations & Trends
(Shown as 2020 Estimates & 2010-20 % Changes)

Overall, the
unincorporated areas
of the county have
experienced
somewhat more rapid
population growth
than the incorporated
communities over the
last decade. However,
some places have
substantially exceeded
Source: WA, OFM
the growth rate of the
county overall (in % terms) – notably Winthrop (up by 27%), followed by Elmer City, Conconully,
Tonasket and Twisp.
The 43,130 residents of Okanogan County are supported by an employment base of an
estimated 18,025 in-county jobs. As population growth has been relatively modest,
employment growth has also lagged, especially in recent years leading up to and through the
2020 economic downturn. Of particular note is that the resident labor force has contracted
over the last decade – for reasons ranging from aging population to changing employment mix,
and finally from a further pandemic-related reduction in active labor force participation.
All these factors affect the vitality and resilience of the county’s incorporated communities and
its surrounding unincorporated geography. With so many smaller cities and towns having
relatively low (but generally growing) populations coupled with stressed employment
conditions, it can be challenging to keep pace with infrastructure and other governmental
requirements.
The need for community re-investment is a topic to which this report will return – reflective of
community input received as part of the CEDRS process. As an added step in the strategic
evaluation process, this report now turns to a review of conditions and trends for each of
Okanogan County’s five distinctive sub-county regions.
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SUB-COUNTY PROFILES
Due to the large geographic area of Okanogan County and the diversity of the regions
encompassed, with this CEDRS it is also useful to consider sub-county regions in more detail.
Using Census County Division (CCD) geographies as determined by the U.S. Census Bureau, five
county sub-regions have been defined for purposes of this CEDRS analysis: 7


Central – with approximately 13,800 residents as the most populated of the five subcounty regions, encompassing the Omak, Okanogan and the Conconully-Riverside
incorporated communities.



East-CCT Reservation – with an estimated 6,000 residents living on the Okanogan
County portion of the Colville Confederated Tribes reservation lands, including the
incorporated communities of Nespelem, Elmer City and the Okanogan County portion of
Coulee Dam.



Methow Valley – with approximately 6,400 residents as the geographically largest subcounty region including the incorporated communities of Twisp and Winthrop.



North County – with 11,900 residents including the incorporated areas of Oroville and
Tonasket.



South County – with about 5,000 residents including the incorporated areas of Brewster
and Pateros.

Demographic data (by place of residence) for this review comes from Environics/Claritas, a
private data source for customized geographies using U.S. Census (including ACS-American
Community Survey) data as of 2020/21. Employment data (by place of work) is from the U.S.
Census On-The-Map (OTM) program, with the most recent data available as of 2018.
Preliminary observations as to potential sub-regional community priorities reflect results of a
Community Profile Survey conducted by NCWEDD in cooperation with the Economic Alliance –
also including in-person interviews the last week of May and in June 2021.
Each of these sub-county regions is considered separately on the pages which now follow.
Note: With the graphs provided on the first page of each profile, the first burgundy bar
represents the specific sub-county region considered, the second blue bar represents Okanogan
County, and the third green bar is for the 3-county North Central Washington (NCW) region.
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Central County Profile
With an estimated 13,800 residents, the Central area
represents the most populated region of Okanogan
County. The county’s two largest cities – Omak and
Okanogan – are located here as well as the smaller
incorporated communities of Conconully and Riverside.
Highway 97 access and central location make this a
good location for retail, service and governmental
functions that serve the entire county.
Demographics. Despite its larger existing population,
the Central area has experienced population growth of
only 3% over the last decade, well below county and
NCW-wide rates of increase. An estimated 18% of
residents are Latino, below the county-wide average of
22%. With proximity to the Colville Reservation on the
east side of Omak, 7% are Native American.
At 41-42 years of age, the median age of Central area
residents is slightly younger than the county median,
slightly older than the greater NCW region. The area
has somewhat higher proportions of both younger (less
than 25) and older (75+ year) residents than the county.
At an estimated $57,400, annual median household
income is above the county-wide but below the NCWwide median figures. About 15% of families have below
poverty-level incomes, just above the county-wide
proportion of 14%.
Employment. Of persons age 16+, the area’s labor
force participation rate is at 55%, on par with the
county but below the NCW figure of 60% labor force
participation. This reflects a relatively high rate of nonwage income, both in the form of retirement savings
and transfer payments.
About 28% of residents employed have jobs in local,
state or federal government positions – somewhat
above the county-wide proportion of 25%. An
estimated 56% of workers have white collar positions,
the 2nd highest rate of the five Okanogan County subregions.

The Central County Region

% Population Growth (2010-20)

Median Age of Population

Median Household Income

% Labor Force Participation

Sources: WA-OFM, Environics/Claritas
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For this sub-county region, employment appears to be
roughly in balance with population. With 32% of
Okanogan County’s population, the Central County area
accounts for an equivalent 32% of the county’s job
base, as illustrated by the chart to the right. The Central
area has also experienced the strongest job growth,
accounting for an estimated 86% of net wage and salary
job growth across Okanogan County from 2009-18,
especially for governmental positions.

Central County Population &
Employment as % of County

Sources: Environics/Claritas, Census OTM.
Data does not include self-employed.

For wage and salary workers, Census On-The-Map
(OTM) information indicates that those working in the
Central area tend to be in higher paying education and public sector jobs – albeit partially offset
by the county’s highest proportion of lower paid retail workers.
Workers are predominantly White with relatively low Hispanic/Latino workforce – with the 2 nd
highest proportions of adult workers county-wide having educational attainment beyond high
school (just below the Methow Valley). Approximately 56% of Central area wage and salary
workers are female (highest of the five sub-county areas) – as compared to a roughly 50/50
female/male workforce balance county-wide.
Community Assets & Priorities. Based on survey results and interview conversations, key
Central region assets include land for development, tourism potential, and the area’s central
location for governmental, retail, and health care services. The biggest challenge may be lack of
a coherent vision for future growth. There is interest in diversifying the local economy including
for industrial and downtown area development but with need for expanded county-wide and
regional involvement as for business recruitment. Most frequently mentioned priorities are to:


Attract new business, grow tourism and welcome newcomers



Stabilize and improve health care services



Better engage the community and improve tribal coordination



Expand workforce training and business technical assistance



Provide support for grant writing and administration (here and county-wide)

Summary Notes. Of the five sub-county regions, the Central area comes closest to fitting the
overall residential demographic profile of Okanogan County. The Central area also appears to
achieve the best overall population-employment balance. However, a couple of points of
divergence are noted – a below average rate of population growth in recent years and higher
than average dependence on governmental and retail employment.
Due to its central location, there is opportunity and interest to diversify beyond the current
mainstays of the local economy – predicated on ramped up community engagement and
opportunities for regional partnerships. As a survey respondent noted, a “thriving economy”
would look like an “unemployment rate below 3%, new store fronts downtown, happy people.”
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East-CCT Reservation Profile
With an estimated 6,000 residents as of 2020, the
entire East-Colville Confederated Tribes (CCT) area is
wholly located within the Okanogan County portion of
the Colville Reservation. This includes the three towns
of Nespelem, Coulee Dam and Elmer City. Over threequarters of reservation residents live on the Okanogan
County portion of the reservation, with less than onequarter in Ferry County.
Demographics. As depicted by the chart to the right,
the East-CCT region has experienced population
growth of only about 1% since 2010, the slowest
growing of the five sub-county regions profiled. An
estimated 58% of East-CCT residents are Native
American with 28% as White Alone and 13% as Latino.

The East-CCT Region

% Population Growth (2010-20)

At less than 36 years of age, the median age of EastCCT residents is considerably below county- and NCWwide age levels – the 2nd lowest of the five sub-county
regions. Above average proportions of the area’s
residents are less than 55 years of age – with below
average proportions of those age 55+.

Median Age of Population

At an estimated $44,500, annual median household
income is 2nd lowest of the five sub-county regions (just
slightly above median income levels of the North
County area). About 20% of East-CCT families have
incomes that are below poverty level, the highest
proportion of the five regions – well above the 14%
poverty rate experienced county-wide.

Median Household Income

Employment. The East-CCT area is associated with a
labor force participation rate of 55% – comparable to
the county-wide rate for persons age 16+. Over half
(53%) of all resident workers are employed by a
governmental agency including tribal government – by
far the highest rate for the five sub-county regions of
Okanogan County. Due to the large geographic area
encompassed by the reservation, average travel time to
work is somewhat higher than for the other sub-county
regions; the East-CCT area also has a relatively high rate
of carpooling to work.

% Labor Force Participation

Sources: WA-OFM, Environics/Claritas
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As with the Central County area, the East-CCT area
appears to be roughly in balance from a
population/jobs perspective – accounting for 14% of
population and a slightly higher 15% of wage and salary
employment county-wide. However, the area appears
to have experienced more net job loss from 2009-18
than any other sub-county region in Okanogan County.

East-CCT Population &
Employment as % of County

For wage and salary workers (irrespective of place of
Sources: Environics/Claritas, Census OTM.
residence), Census OTM information indicates that
Data does not include self-employed.
those working in the East-CCT area are more likely to be
employed in higher-wage jobs (of more than $3,333 per
month) than is the case for any of the other four sub-county areas – with over half of all jobs
accounted for by public administration plus health care and social assistance employment.
About 46% of workers in the East-CCT region are Native American and 48% White Alone with
only 13% as Latino. About 55% of all workers are age 30-54 – highest of any sub-region. Work
opportunities appear to be more limited for those age 29 or younger – at 15% the lowest
proportion of the county’s five sub-regions. A majority of workers (54%) have some college or
better and a similar 53-54% share of workers are male.
Community Assets & Priorities. The Confederated Tribes of the Colville Reservation (CTCIR)
have an adopted Comprehensive Economic Development Strategies document, covering the
2017-21 period for the Reservation and the towns of Nespelem, Coulee Dam, Elmer City and
Omak. The principal purpose of the strategy is to “facilitate the retention and creation of living
wage jobs and to foster a stable and diversified regional economy, all for the intended outcome
of maintaining and, ultimately, improving the quality of life in the CTCIR.”
Based on the adopted strategy and discussions with CCT tribal planning, priorities include:


Broadband and communications infrastructure



Assistance with roads and transportation infrastructure



Former mill site redevelopment – as a master planned industrial park including setasides for a clinic, head start, wellness center and ballfields



Energy efficiency projects – as with woody biomass, solar, wind and hydro power



Housing development and a farmers’ market for fresh fruits and vegetables

Summary Notes. Of the sub-county regions, East-CCT is most distinctive for its reservation
status and predominant Native American population. While well balanced between the region’s
share of population and employment, there appears to be some mismatch between a high
proportion of good-paying (primarily tribal governmental) jobs but lower overall household
incomes and high poverty rates. Opportunities also appear to be more limited for younger
workers. A diversified and networked development program can serve to improve economic
and quality of life for tribal residents and the nearby communities of Omak and Okanogan.
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Methow Valley Profile
With an estimated 6,400 residents as of 2020, the
Methow Valley region encompasses the entire western
portion of Okanogan County – much of which is
forested and rugged mountain terrain. Populated areas
are situated primarily along the SR-20 North Cascades
highway corridor – including the incorporated cities of
Winthrop and Twisp, an area known for active tourism
and year-round recreation activity.
Demographics. An estimated 6% of Methow Valley
residents are Latino, lowest of the five sub-county
regions. As depicted by the chart to the right, the
population of the Methow Valley has increased by
about 8% since 2010, more rapidly than for the entire
county but below three-county NCW regional
population growth of 10%. Strong real estate activity
since the start of the pandemic suggests the rate of
population growth may increase in the years ahead.

The Methow Valley Region

% Population Growth (2010-20)

Median Age of Population

At over 54 years of age, the median age of Methow
Valley residents is by far the oldest of any of the five
Okanogan County regions – also well above the NCW
region median.
At an estimated $59,300, annual median household
income is highest of all five sub-county regions – also
close to the NCW-wide median figure of $60,200. Yet,
the Methow Valley also experiences poverty, with a
family poverty rate of 12-13% that is just below the
county-wide poverty rate of 14%.
Employment. The Methow Valley is associated with a
labor force participation rate of 51% – lowest of the
sub-county regions and well below the NCW average of
60% labor force participation. This reflects a high rate
of non-wage income – both in the form of retirement
savings and transfer payments. An estimated 22% of
workers are self-employed (as compared to 13%
county-wide); these individuals are typically not
included with estimates of wage and salary
employment (covered by unemployment insurance).

Median Household Income

% Labor Force Participation

Sources: WA-OFM, Environics/Claritas
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As noted, due in part to a population that is more
oriented to self-employment and also a substantial
proportion of retirees, the Methow Valley appears to
be somewhat under-represented with wage and salary
jobs relative to population. With 15% of Okanogan
County’s population, the Methow Valley accounts for
only about 12% of the county’s wage and salary job
base – as illustrated by the chart to the right. Yet the
Methow Valley has added more jobs than all but the
Central Area in recent years, spread across a diversity
of business and industry sectors.

Methow Valley Population &
Employment as % of County

Sources: Environics/Claritas, Census OTM.
Data does not include self-employed.

For wage and salary workers, Census OTM information indicates that those working in the
Methow Valley tend to be in lower paying service jobs – particularly in the retail and
accommodation/food sectors. However, the Methow Valley also has the highest proportion of
higher paid construction workers of any of the five sub-county regions in Okanogan County.
Workers are predominantly White with a relatively small share of Hispanic/Latino workforce –
and with the highest proportions of workers county-wide having educational attainment
beyond high school. Approximately 55% of Methow Valley wage and salary workers are female,
with 45% male – as compared to a roughly 50/50 female/male job balance county-wide.
Community Assets & Priorities. Key assets include hospitality, outdoor attractions, the U.S.
Forest Service, fisheries, local schools, sustainable agriculture and self-employment work ethic.
Cited is a tradition of “working together to solve big problems and preserve this place.” Major
challenges are the lack of affordable housing including rentals and seasonal housing and a need
to transition toward a green economy. Going forward, community priorities are centered on:


Working together to understand the challenge and create affordable housing solutions



Improving worker pay and benefits to better match the costs of Methow living



Addressing issues of climate change and wildfire risk – also improved internet service

Summary Notes. Of the five sub-county regions, the Methow Valley is the most dissimilar
from the rest of Okanogan County – in terms of both demographics and employment. The
Methow Valley is growing, with higher income households and higher educational attainment
but also more reliant on tourism than the rest of the county – also with strong job growth.
Conversely, this is the least diverse subcounty region, with the oldest population, and lowest
active labor force participation. Those working locally are more likely to be in lower paid service
jobs. Out of area and self-employment incomes are important to offset what is otherwise a
lower wage Methow Valley economy, albeit with greater dependence on health care and
related services for a higher proportion of older residents. In the words of a survey respondent,
a thriving economy will involve “food and housing security and the opportunity to thrive doing
meaningful work … compensated enough to enjoy the beauty of where they live.”
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North County Profile
With an estimated 11,900 residents as of 2020, the
North County region is the 2nd most populated of the
five sub-county regions. This area encompasses the
northeastern quadrant of Okanogan County – most of
which area is lightly populated except for the Highway
97 corridor and Okanogan River oriented communities
of Tonasket and Oroville. Tourism, especially from
neighboring Canada, is of particular importance for
these communities.
Demographics. As depicted by the chart to the right,
the population of the North County has increased by
about 8% since 2010, more rapidly than for the entire
county but below the three-county NCW regional
population growth factor of 10%. Strong real estate
activity through the pandemic suggests the rate of
population growth may increase in the years ahead.

The North County Region

% Population Growth (2010-20)

Median Age of Population

At nearly 48 years, the median age of North County
residents is second only to the Methow Valley – well
above both the median age figures for the county and
NCW region. Persons age 55 and up comprise 42% of
population as compared with 37% county-wide.
At an estimated $44,100, annual median household
income is lowest of all five sub-county regions – nearly
15% below the county and 27% below the NCW
medians. However, the North County family poverty
rate is 12%, somewhat below the county-wide rate of
14%. Lower incomes appear to reflect lack of local job
opportunities coupled with higher retirement rates.
Employment. The North County area is associated
with a labor force participation rate of 53% for adults
age 16+ – a rate below both the county and NCW
averages. In addition to an above average proportion of
retirees, the area’s workforce includes a 16% selfemployment rate – above the county-wide average of
13% and the NCW rate of just under 12%. About 8% of
workers work at home, just above the county-wide
average of 7%.

Median Household Income

% Labor Force Participation

Sources: WA-OFM, Environics/Claritas
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Of the five sub-county regions, the North County area
appears to exhibit the greatest imbalance between
population and employment. With 28% of county-wide
population, the North County accounts for only 14% of
its wage and salary employment base.
While this is due in part to a population that is more
oriented to self-employment and also a substantial
proportion of retirees, it still suggests a relative lack of
local job opportunity. The North County has also
experienced net job loss in recent years, especially in
natural resource related industries.

North County Population &
Employment as % of County

Sources: Environics/Claritas, Census OTM.
Data does not include self-employed.

For wage and salary workers, Census OTM information indicates that those working in the
North County tend to have a greater proportion of lower paying jobs and a lesser share of
higher paying jobs than is the case county-wide. Compared to all of Okanogan County, relatively
high proportions of North County jobs tend to be in mining, retail trade, transportation and
warehousing, and educational services.
Over 90% of workers are White Alone with 18% Latino (which can be of any race). Just under
half of adult workers have educational attainment beyond high school. The employed
workforce is approximately 52% male, 48% female.
Community Assets & Priorities. North County assets are cited as including outdoor
recreation, agriculture, grocery stores and a mill for Oroville, and a mix of health care,
agricultural, logging and retiree relocations for Tonasket. Challenges are for new leadership
with concerns ranging from drug abuse to lack of primary industry. Priorities include:


Desire for increased community engagement and positive opportunities for youth



Industry recruitment, downtown development and expanded tourism opportunity



Town and parks maintenance, guide services, trails and destination development

Summary Notes. While the Methow Valley and North County are both showing the most
rapid population growth, these two sub-county regions appear to be serving different
demographics – with North County showing a distinctly lower income profile. Both areas
appear to be under-represented with wage and salary employment, but with relatively high
rates of self-employment. Like the Methow, the North County also experiences the retail
effects of tourism, but less so with respect to accommodation and food services.
When asked what a “thriving economy” would look like, a respondent from Oroville suggested
“businesses able to keep consistent days and hours year-round, life and energy in our
community.” A respondent from Tonasket suggests “thriving primary industry and all the
trickle-down industry from there, (also) not having a majority of the population needing to
travel to another town to work.”
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South County Profile
With an estimated 5,000 residents as of 2020, the
South County is the least populated of the five subcounty regions of Okanogan County – including the
incorporated communities of Brewster and Pateros.
The area is served both by the Highway 97 and SR-20
North Cascade highway corridors – and remains
strongly agricultural, benefiting from respective
confluences of the Okanogan and Methow with the
Columbia River system.
Demographics. As illustrated by the chart to the
right, the South County experienced population growth
of only 2% over the last decade – 2 nd lowest of the five
sub-county regions. Population of the South County is
63% Hispanic/Latino – well above the county-wide
proportion of 22% and NCW proportion of 29%.
At less than 34 years, the median age of South County
residents is the youngest of any of the five Okanogan
County sub-regions – also well below the NCW region
median. About 55% of area residents are under 45
years of age, as compared with 46% county-wide.
At an estimated $54,300, the annual median household
income is 5% above the county-wide but 10% below
the NCW median. The median income of South County
Latino households is $48,900 – approximately 90% of
the median for all area households. About 12% of
families have below poverty level incomes, a rate that is
less than the county-wide poverty rate of 14%.
Employment. The South County is associated with a
labor force participation rate of 66% – by far the
highest of the other sub-county regions and well above
even the NCW average of 60% labor force participation
for persons age 16+.
Over two-thirds (68%) of those employed are in blue
collar, service and farming occupations, as compared to
less than 50% county-wide. South County workers are
also more likely to walk or carpool to work than their
counterparts elsewhere in Okanogan County.

The South County Region

% Population Growth (2010-20)

Median Age of Population

Median Household Income

% Labor Force Participation

Sources: WA-OFM, Environics/Claritas
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South County is far more oriented to employment than
the other sub-county regions of Okanogan County.
With 12% of the population, South County accounts for
26% of all wage and salary employment covered by
unemployment insurance. The local job base has
expanded in recent years – primarily in sectors of
agriculture, transportation/warehousing and retail but
with some offsetting job loss in other sectors of the
local economy.

South County Population &
Employment as % of County

Sources: Environics/Claritas, Census OTM.

Census OTM information indicates that over 71% of
Data does not include self-employed.
wage and salary workers in South County are employed
in agriculture (together with other natural resource industries). This is 2½ times the 28% share
of all employment in these industries county-wide. South County has the highest share of
workers county-wide with earnings in what the U.S. Census classifies as a middle tier wage
range of $1,251 to $3,333 per month.

An estimated 44% of those working in South County are Latino. While 28% of workers have less
than high school education as compared to 16% county-wide, over 40% of South County’s adult
workers have educational attainment of some college or better. By gender, those employed are
approximately 58% male/42% female workers.
Community Assets & Priorities. Assets cited include the apple and agriculture industries,
tourism with recreation opportunities, the confluence of the Methow and Columbia Rivers, and
emphasis on family. Challenges relate to lack of economic diversity, retail businesses,
infrastructure and affordable housing. Community priorities for Brewster and Pateros are for:


Attracting good paying industry and a more diverse set of downtown businesses



Housing affordable to area residents and workforce, coupled with “technology equity”



Street and water infrastructure with more properties for new industry and housing

Summary Notes. Of the five sub-county regions, South County is most distinctive for its
substantial Latino population together with a continued strong agricultural and work-focused
orientation, offering mid-level wage and income opportunities. While local population is
increasing slowly, the existing population base is younger than elsewhere in the county –
offering solid prospects for continued if not improved home-grown economic vitality in the
years ahead.
When asked about vision for the future, a Brewster survey respondent advocates to “diversify
the business district to allow for the down years.” In response to a similar question about what
constitutes a thriving economy, a Pateros respondent describes a potential future with “less
poverty, more local service delivery, safe and affordable housing, high quality public education,
access to health care for all, youth engaged in positive activities.”
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III. SWOT ANALYSIS
Based on data compiled together with on-going activities of the Economic Alliance and
associated community input, it is useful to take this CEDRS a step further – to assess strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities and threats affecting the continuing and/or changing economic
development of Okanogan County.

SWOT PROCESS
Key elements of the SWOT process may be defined as follows:8


Strengths – as the county’s relative competitive advantages, often internal to the
characteristics of the local community or region.



Weaknesses – relative competitive disadvantages, also often internal in nature.



Opportunities – prospects for sub-county or county-wide regional improvement or
progress, often driven by global trends external to Okanogan County.



Threats – as potentials for negative impacts or economic decline, also often coming
from sources external to the county.

The assessment of strengths and weaknesses may be viewed as focused on recent trends and
existing conditions, addressing the question: Where are we now? Opportunities and threats are
more future-oriented to answer the next question: Where could we be going forward?
Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats are not necessarily of equal importance.
Significance can vary by location and the industry, business sector, or community affected.
Effective economic development strategies are those that build on strengths and opportunities,
while concurrently working to mitigate addressable weaknesses and threats.
This SWOT is intended to serve as a bridge to the CEDRS action plan – both for county-wide and
community initiatives and for investment priorities of pertinent federal and state programs. At
its best, the SWOT serves as a dynamic rather than static document. Individual elements of the
SWOT may be amended or refined with future CEDRS updates.
For Okanogan County and the greater NCWEDD region, this is of considerable importance as
new opportunities as well as challenges for the county and its diverse communities emerge
from the COVID pandemic with potential for as-yet unforeseen challenges to economic
recovery and future resiliency.

SWOT SUMMARIZED
A SWOT summary is provided on the following two pages. The first page identifies strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities and threats generally applicable across the entire county. A second
page provides added detail for elements distinctive to each of the five sub-county regions.
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Overview of Okanogan County Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities & Threats (SWOT)
Topic
Geography

 Diversity of natural setting
 Okanogan, Methow &
Columbia River system

Demography

 Methow Valley & North
County population growth
 Diversity of East-CCT &
South County populations

Weaknesses
 Inconvenient access to
major population centers
 Challenge serving small &
geo-isolated communities
 Older population & below
average incomes
 Challenge of attracting
young, mobile workforce

Economy

 Strong natural resource
based tradition
 Entrepreneurial ethic
 Economic resilience thru
wildfires, pandemic &
temporary job loss

 Eroding labor force &
employment trends
 Weak critical mass & retail
business consolidation
 Tourism impact of COVID
 Limited industrial sites

Opportunities
 Growing attraction of nonurban recreation & living
 Marketing of live-workrecreate lifestyle
 Renewed urban refugee
draw (pandemic & beyond)
 New households w/higher
incomes & entrepreneurs
 Repositioning tourism &
small town business
 Tribal development
 Entrepreneurial eco-system
 Tourism value capture
 Capital for entrepreneurs

 US 97 N/S & SR-20 E/W
North Cascades highways
Infrastructure
 Thirteen dispersed small
towns with base capacity

 No direct year-round access
to Puget Sound
 Limited rural broadband
 Challenged water resources

 Full coverage broadband
 Localized telemedicine
 Federal stimulus funding
for infrastructure upgrades

 Wide range of housing
options & pricing
 Good base of high school
skills + some college
 Economic Alliance &
NCWEDD partnerships
 U.S. Canada border X-ings
 Opportunity Zones

 Limited workforce & midrange affordable housing
 Workforce readiness for
higher tech business needs
 Challenged B2B networking
 Need for more tribal &
community partnerships
 Pandemic closing of border

 Public/private partnerships
scaled up to meet demand
 Virtual education linkages
w/ institutions statewide
 Business referral services
 Business retention,
expansion & recruitment
 Local & external marketing

Housing
Education
Partnership
Resources

Strengths

Threats
 Vulnerability to extreme
weather & fire events
 Uncertain cross-border
access with Canada

 Inadequate emergency
transportation &
communication access
 Health care vulnerability to
pandemic/full-service need
 Demand too dispersed to
achieve economies of scale
 Risk of future displacement
of lower skill workforce

 Retention of youth
 Increased housing prices &
reduced affordability
 Workforce & real estate
effects of automation and
shift to work from home
 Long-term downsizing of
locally-driven retail &
service business base

 Prolonged pandemic
and/or wildfire periods
 Increased funding needs
with declining resources
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Okanogan Sub-County Regional Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities & Threats (SWOT)
Region

Strengths
 The go to place for retail &
services for entire county
 Strongest job growth in
county since 2009

Weaknesses

Opportunities

 Weak population growth
 Displacement of local
business due e-commerce

 Diversification to creative,
professional & B2B services
 More residential growth

East-CCT

 Land mass, scale & diversity
of tribal enterprises
 Capacity for complex deals
 East Grand Coulee Dam
anchor & Spokane access

 Overdependence on tribal
government & enterprises
for resident employment
 Job loss in last decade,
especially governmentrelated

Methow
Valley

 Appeal to high income
Puget Sound refugees
 Strong entrepreneurial
tradition
 #2 sub-region in job growth
across diverse sectors

 Aging population with
limited diversity
 Limited affordable housing
 Winter closures of highway
access to Puget Sound

North
County

 Attractive, affordable
residential communities
 Natural resource & small
business tradition

 Net job loss in last decade,
especially natural resource
industries
 Current limited local high
wage job opportunities

 Diversified community &
economic development
partnership investments
 Collaboration with
adjoining non-tribal
communities
 North Cascades highway as
re-branded tourism driver
 Achieving increased
tourism business that
reinforces local community
 Mixed-income housing
 U.S. Canada border reopening & re-branding
 Space for industrial facility
development?
 Amenity improvements

South
County

 Strong agri-business
anchored economy
 Job growth in last decade
for agriculture,
warehouses, retail

 Job losses in recent years in
all but ag & retail-related
economic sectors
 Limited downtowns despite
Highway 97 traffic

 Ag-tech innovation (large &
cooperative small-scale)
 Large site industrial
 Recreation/lodging uses

Central
County

Threats
 Loss to larger urban areas
of some retail stores,
decentralization of others
 Health care consolidation
 Lack of meaningful wage
entry-level jobs, housing &
childcare services
 Potential loss of tribal
heritage & sense of place
 Continued wildfire risk
 Further reduction of
housing affordability for
long-time residents &
service workers
 Limited options for youth
engagement
 Potential over-reliance on
Canadian tourism market
 Housing & technology
equity gaps
 Risk of orchard migration to
Columbia Basin

Note: This SWOT overview is preliminary and subject to revision in response to reviewer comments and community input.
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IV. RECOVERY, RESILIENCE & DIVERSITY
From the data and SWOT reviews, two questions are important to address going forward:
What are the key take-aways from this summary background review and SWOT
analysis? And what are the implications for this Okanogan County Comprehensive
Economic Development and Recovery Strategy (CEDRS)?
With this CEDRS, these questions can be addressed from the strategic perspectives of economic
recovery, resilience and diversity – each considered in turn.

ECONOMIC RECOVERY
Over the last 10-20 years, the need for economic recovery – often due to unforeseen events –
has occurred in some cases county-wide, in others more at a sub-county level. Examples of
events affecting business vitality and employment have included:


Wildfires – impacting different areas of the county in different years, but most notably
the Methow Valley region with loss of life and property.



Decline of natural resource-based industries – including forest-based, mining and
orchard industries in the North County.



COVID-19 pandemic with associated economic instability coupled with housing
exceeding availability – affecting small businesses across all areas of the County, most
noticeably the Methow Valley due to telecommuter/second home appeal and North
County due to closure of the Canadian border crossing.

Patterns of recovery have varied depending on the location and nature of the economic
downturn. Wildfire effects have been pronounced but often short-lived, causing residents to
leave, businesses to close and tourists to cancel plans. Repeated incidents may have dampened
appeal for peak season tourist activity due to concern over on-going fire hazards.
The decline of natural resource-based industries has occurred less suddenly but over a longer
period of time. As yet, there appears to be no clear offset, at least for the North County area.
Other sub-county regions appear to have adapted better – as with the South County’s
continued ag-based dominance and transition to organic and sustainable agriculture in the
Methow Valley. This speaks not only to recovery but to longer-term economic resiliency.
Economic effects of the pandemic were sudden and unevenly experienced – especially over the
spring and summer of 2020. Substantial job recovery has since occurred, at least when
measured in terms of unemployment rates (for those covered by unemployment insurance).
The picture is less clear for labor force participation – suggesting an erosion of the number of
persons who are employed or available to work. Recovery has been challenging for the tourism
industry – experiencing resurgent demand but with labor shortages coming into the 2021
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summer season. Ending of eviction moratoria may
exacerbate the housing shortage, especially for lower
income households with pandemic related job loss.
Economic assistance will be most needed for those
sectors of the economy and communities of Okanogan
County where recovery is not readily forthcoming on its
own, even with reasonable steps toward mitigation.
Project initiatives to assist with economic recovery
represent a high priority for the CEDRS action plan.

RESILIENCE
The concept of economic resilience goes beyond recovery.
It addresses the question of: What does it take to
withstand or avoid an economic shock altogether?
The need for a strategy focused on resiliency is most
apparent for addressing the continuing risk of
uncontrolled wildfires. Causes are cited variously as
including factors such as forest management, rural area
development, and broader climate change. Reaching
reasonable consensus as to appropriate measures for
mitigation, protection and recovery is most important as a
means to reduce on-going community, economic and
environmental risks.
With respect to natural resource-based industries,
resilience via adaptation has been most apparent to date
in the sub-county areas of the Methow Valley and South
County. Project initiatives suitable for consideration would
involve business planning aimed to capitalize on most
promising industry niches accompanied by supporting
business capital, infrastructure and workforce
investments.
To address continuing or resurgent issues as may be
associated with the COVID or similar future pandemics,
key priorities would appear to cover initiatives as might be
related to continued public health measures as for
vaccination and telemedicine – especially for underserved
populations and areas of the county.
A key initiative supporting long-term resiliency across
issues involving wildfire, industry change, and public

COVID EXPERIENCE
Respondents to the
NCWEDD / Economic
Alliance Community
Profile Survey were asked
to describe their
community’s leadership
with handling of the
COVID-19 pandemic.
In Okanogan County,
responses were generally
typically positive
exemplified by the
respondent who said that:
“The various healthcare
agencies did an extremely
great job. Economic
Development Committee
provided excellent grants
to small businesses. Public
Health outstanding.”
However, concerns were
expressed about some
city and county response
including a community
where masking and social
distancing was not widely
practiced.
A Methow Valley
respondent noted that
“the political and
polarizing nature of COVID
has put a strain on all of
us. The Town of Twisp
developed a BEE (be
empathetic to everyone)
campaign to try to help.”
This experience
exemplifies the value of
shared community
response for recovery and
resilience.
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health is the need for improved internet and broadband service – reaching to cover as much of
the county’s population as quickly as reasonably possible. This appears likely to involve
different approaches in different sub-county regions – as best suited to area terrain and
concentrated or dispersed locations of population and economic activity.
Review and revisions to county-wide and local jurisdiction land use plans may also become of
greater priority, with a 2027 date for land use plan updates for Okanogan and other counties
that are partially planning under the Growth Management Act (GMA). Topics of importance to
economic development may cover such items as adequacy of industrial and commercial lands
suitable for development, housing diversity and affordability, and wildfire mitigation.

DIVERSITY
Okanogan County is distinctive both for its geographic size and diversity of community. As one
respondent to the Community Profile Survey noted: “Each community has different things to
offer, all are located in a beautiful place with ready access to outdoor recreation.” Another
respondent has focused on the assets of “natural resources, the great outdoors.” Yet another
cites: “Available land, fiber up Highway 97, good work ethic from long-standing residents, influx
from areas of higher earners.”
Bottom line, Okanogan County is fortunate to experience diversity not only of geography and
entrepreneurial business activity, but also of age, race and ethnicity as experienced in varied
sub-county regions. Individual sub-county areas often are more homogenous than diverse and
are geographically distanced. This reality of county-wide diversity versus localized clustering
poses both opportunities and challenges for economic and community vitality:


Central County – benefits the entire Okanogan region by clustering retail and
governmental services that require economy of scale from a location central to serve
the entire county. This sub-county region has experienced strong job growth but subpar new residential development as a place to live. And the area could benefit from a
job base that diversifies beyond its historically significant governmental and retail base.



East/CCT – is home primarily to Native American residents but with a substantial 42% of
different racial/ethnic backgrounds including those living in the on-reservation
incorporated places of Nespelem, Coulee Dam and Elmer City. The area benefits from a
young population but may be limited by over-concentration of tribal agency
employment with fewer opportunities for younger workers and high poverty rates.



Methow Valley – has the highest incomes and strong entrepreneurial bent but is least
diverse with the oldest population and lowest proportions of racial/ethnic populations,
also underserved with wage and salary employment. The older age profile coupled with
smaller workforce may increase dependency on health and social services.



North County – is growing in population for an older age profile and more affordable
housing but with job growth not keeping pace. There is the risk of overdependence on
Canadian tourism but with added pandemic-induced domestic outdoor recreation
appeal offering potential for greater long-term value-added benefits.
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South County – a majority Latino sub-county area with the youngest population of the
sub-county regions – also the highest labor force participation. The area is strongly agoriented but with low population growth – indicating less attractiveness as a place to
live. Opportunities may improve as the area matures and diversifies in the years ahead.

While each of these sub-county regions may benefit from greater diversity of population and/or
employment, it is not expected that these areas will change to the extent of matching the
overall diversity of the county. The distinct attributes of each area mean that each continues to
build on its comparative strengths while also addressing weaknesses when and where possible.
Projects that encourage collaboration between adjoining sub-county areas represent an
opportunity for expanded economic and community development. This could occur by
initiatives ranging from expanding markets served by local businesses, non-profits and public
agencies to increasing tourist lengths of stay to drawing from broader sources of appropriately
skilled labor – also for cooperative infrastructure investments.
Another opportunity for collaboration arises in the search for and administration of grantfunded economic development and infrastructure projects resulting from current and potential
federal stimulus programs. The Community Profile Survey asked questions regarding access to a
city planner, grant writer, prior applications and awards of federal funds, and interest in
learning about federal funding opportunities.
The answers provided are encouraging but yet missing the full potential of added funding:


A clear majority of respondents indicate that their communities have applied for and are
interested in federal grant funding; most also indicate that their communities have
received federal funding.



Most jurisdictions appear to have some form of planning staff support.



However, about half of respondents indicate that their jurisdictions do not have a grant
writer on staff or contracted.

Further discussion with many of these Okanogan communities indicate that, even for those
with limited grant writing resources, there is often even greater concern with the challenge to
properly manage and administer grant resources. There is concern with the potential of
inadvertently falling short of meeting federal administrative and reporting requirements – often
with differences in reporting needs depending on the specific grant or loan program involved.
While some larger jurisdictions have in-house grant writing and/or administrative resources,
the new rush of funding opportunities now increasingly reaches beyond local staffing resources.
Both in communities with and without existing staff support, there appears to be broad interest
in supplemental grant related staffing support as might be provided on a cooperative basis. One
possible approach would be for organizations such as NCWEDD and/or the Economic Alliance to
consider serving as an added resource – especially for projects associated with clear economic
development benefits locally and regionally.
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V. STRATEGIC DIRECTION/ACTION PLAN
As with many other comprehensive economic development planning processes state-wide and
nationally, the purpose of the foregoing background information is to set the stage for
determination of a strategic direction and then a more detailed action plan for Okanogan
County. Strategically, the key question is: “Where do we want to go?” And then once that is
determined, the next question for the action plan is “How do we want to get there?”

STRATEGIC DIRECTION
The strategic direction taken by the Economic Alliance and participating governmental agencies
and other organizations is intended to address the question of: Where do we want to go?
This strategic approach is consistent with the organizational roles of the Economic Alliance as
Associated Development Organization (ADO) and Small Business Development Center (SBDC)
for Okanogan County, as well as providing administrative support for the Okanogan County
Tourism Council (OCTC). On behalf of the Okanogan County Board of Commissioners, the
Economic Alliance Infrastructure Committee also is responsible for annually recommending and
updating priority infrastructure projects and economic development project priorities for
review and approval by County resolution.
The strategic direction for this CEDRS also is intended to reflect the vision and the mission of
the Alliance as described at the beginning of this document, again articulated as follows:

Vision
The Economic Alliance envisions the citizens and communities
of Okanogan County working together to bring prosperity to all.

The Mission
Facilitate partnerships with private, government, and tribal entities
that will create an environment to nurture, support and recruit
businesses and industry in Okanogan County.

Implementation Time Frames
In recent years, the Okanogan County Commissioners have annually adopted updated public
infrastructure and economic development priorities. Continued prioritization of immediate and
near-term priorities through this process remains a feature of the CEDRS process going forward.
This economic development and recovery strategy is also intended to take a longer-term
perspective – looking forward over the next 5-10 years, incorporating as much input from
community leaders/businesses as is currently possible. What follows represents a combination
of both short-term (2021) and recommended 5-10 year strategic action priorities.
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CURRENT ACTION PLAN
With this 2021 CEDRS, the action plan is outlined to include adopted Okanogan County
infrastructure and economic development priorities together with work plan and further action
objectives as subsequently identified by the Economic Alliance.

Adopted Infrastructure & Economic Development Priorities
By Resolution 161-2020 dated December 1, 2020, the Okanogan County Commissioners
adopted the most recent 2021 public infrastructure and economic development priorities.
Infrastructure projects are subject to further prioritization by NCWEDD at the 3-county regional
level and would qualify for 0.09% sales and use tax funding if the project secured additional
non-county funding resources. The Commissioners current priority listing is as follows.
2021 Okanogan County Public Infrastructure Prioritization List
1. Omak Municipal Airport Development
2. Pateros Mall Renovations
3. Tonasket Perfect Passage
4. Pateros Star Road Development
5. Omak Shumway US 97 Development
6. Brewster Broadband Initiative
7. Tonasket South Annexation
8. Chief Tonasket Park South Annex
9. Tonasket Public Library
10. Old 97 Hospital Way Street Redevelopment
2021 Okanogan County Community/Economic Development Project Prioritization List
1. Pateros/Brewster Community Resource Center Building Purchase
2. Pateros/Breaster Community Resource Center South County Community Kitchen
3. Tonasket Art Project
Of the 10 infrastructure projects, seven were selected by NCWEDD with its top 10 list of 3county priorities – county submittals 1, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 – though not in the same priority order
as with the county listing. Added detail on NCWEDD prioritized projects together with a copy of
the Okanogan County Commissioner resolution is provided by the Appendix to this report.

Current Supplemental Initiatives
In addition to the adopted Okanogan County project priorities, the Economic Alliance has two
other priorities for which action is currently underway. The first is to facilitate the Okanogan
County and Colville Confederated Tribes (CCT) Broadband Action Team. A second initiative now
ramping up involves marketing of the county’s designated Opportunity Zones.
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5-10 YEAR STRATEGIC PLAN
In addition to the already adopted project priorities, the Economic Alliance is pursuing the
formulation of this CEDRS to address both short- and longer-term economic development and
recovery opportunities over the next 5-10 years. Future year project prioritization may occur in
a manner much as is currently the case with County Commission adopted infrastructure and
economic development priorities.
This Okanogan County specific process has been conducted to augment and build upon the
recently approved 3-county NCW Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy. What
follows represents the initial outline of a 5-10 year strategic planning initiative specific to
Okanogan County.

Strategic Framework
This strategic plan framework differentiates between:


Core Economic Development Priorities – as the primary focus for the on-going work
program of the Economic Alliance in cooperation with local governmental, non-profit
and business partners.



Supporting Opportunities – as additional priorities reinforcing economic development
opportunity for which the Economic Alliance (EA) plays a support role to initiatives
typically led by other public, non-profit and business organizations serving Okanogan
County.

Both the core and supporting priorities have been identified through a community and
organizational outreach process conducted over the Spring of 2021 – including a combination
of Community Profile Survey and personal interview discussions. While earlier portions of this
report have identified sub-county regions and communities, this strategic economic
development and recovery plan also encompasses a county-wide perspective – as may be
applicable or adapted in varied ways to the needs, opportunities and interests of individual
communities.
Also anticipated is that this strategic planning process reflects a dynamic rather than static onetime strategic planning process. Over this 5-10 year planning horizon, core and supporting
priorities may be refined or changed in response to emerging needs and opportunities. Review
and refinement of the overall plan is recommended to occur at least every five years – with
specific resulting projects prioritized annually.
With this 2021 CEDRS, core economic development priorities encompass five overall topics –
business and industry development, downtown/Main Street revitalization, tourism market
recovery, opportunity zone investment, and combined external/internal marketing. Each of
these topics together with supporting opportunities are summarized by the chart on the next
page – followed by more detailed discussion of each priority topic.
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5-10 Year Okanogan County CEDRS Core & Supporting Opportunities
CEDRS Priority

Objectives

Features

Added Comments

Core Economic Development Priorities

Business & Industry
Development

Increase employment & incomes
for County residents

 Small business as primary focus
 Ready-to-build sites for larger users

Large site development periodic &
opportunity-driven, on-going role
for small business assistance

Downtown & Main
Street Revitalization

Increase business opportunity with
added local & visitor draw

 Business niches not met by large
format stores & e-commerce
 Improved core area aesthetic appeal

A priority across most Okanogan
County communities, combined
with job resources & training

Tourism Market
Recovery

Reposition tourism w/pandemic
recovery for value-added capture

 Increased length of stay & per visitor
spending (especially for north county)

Hospitality training & improved
career options w/tourism jobs

Opportunity Zone
(OZ) Investment

Encourage development in county
OZs with local investment capital

External & Internal
Marketing

Affordable Housing
Broadband Internet

 Offers favorable capital gains
treatment w/long-term re-investment
 May utilize local investor networks
 External marketing for non-local
Market business & consumer
business & investor recruitment
opportunities locally & regionally,
provide economic planning support  Internal marketing for home-grown
to local jurisdictions
opportunity & community support
Supporting Opportunities
Add inventory, provide affordability  Focus on workforce & senior housing

Economic Alliance (EA) partnering
with North Star Opportunity Zones
Use cross-marketing appealing to
multiple tourism, residential,
business & investor constituencies
EA support for provider initiatives

Achieve full coverage (up to 100%)

 Draw on partner sources & initiatives

EA role w/Broadband Action Team

Wildfire Risk
Management

Reduce wildfire risk & mitigate loss
of future events

 Multi-faceted approach addressing
rural development, forest
management & climate change

EA support to efforts for broad
consensus-based planning/action

Health Care
Stabilization
Community
Infrastructure

Increase hospital tax base & nongovernmental payment sources

 Securing large employers providing
worker access to healthcare insurance

EA support to large employer
recruitment & innovative funding

Make infrastructure investments
that leverage net new employment

 Full awareness & utilization of existing
& potential federal/state funding

Continued EA role as information
broker & for project advocacy

Note: This 5-10 year strategic plan is preliminary and subject to periodic, regular updates & refinement by the Economic Alliance (EA).
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Core Economic Development Opportunities
As noted and summarized by the chart on the preceding page, core economic development
priorities encompass five overall topics – business and industry development, downtown/Main
Street revitalization, tourism market recovery, opportunity zone investment, and combined
external/internal marketing. Further discussion for each of these core economic development
topics is provided, as follows.
Business & Industry Development. Recruiting new industry has traditionally represented a
core function of economic development organizations in the Pacific Northwest and nationally.
Large-scale industrial development may be important in terms of significant job creation and
added tax revenue generation. However, landing a large employer is more challenging in a
county with relatively limited and dispersed workforce and an average private firm size of just
seven employees, 45% fewer than the statewide average.
Successful business attraction also depends on the availability of ready-to-build industrial and
commercial sites – with infrastructure either in-place or readily accessible and with no
substantial environmental constraints. Recommended is that the Economic Alliance focus on a
small number of quality sites in a few communities that are eminently suitable and for which
there is demonstrated community support.
For many if not most communities in Okanogan County, the greater source of job creation in
the years ahead is likely to come from small business start-ups and relocations – in activities
ranging from construction to tech-related entrepreneurs. Communities can be best positioned
to accommodate and encourage this organic growth with an array of steps ranging from
appropriate home occupation ordinances to identification of vacant sites and/or existing
buildings for adaptive reuse of small business spaces – ranging from cooperative commercial
kitchens to private business spaces including ownership and multi-tenant rental use options.
Downtown/Main Street Revitalization. Improving downtown is a priority repeatedly
expressed by Community Profile Survey respondents across Okanogan County – from the
perspectives both of physical/amenity improvements and revitalized retail and dining
opportunities. Physical improvements are important to improve the appeal of downtown areas
for local residents and tourists.
This is the case both for compact walkable downtowns and for more extensive commercial strip
corridors that also sometimes include ag-business and industrial uses. Signage to announce
downtown arrival, property maintenance, landscaping and pedestrian amenities to encourage
stopping and looking around are all of importance to boosting business vitality.
Retail including dining recovery may prove challenging with the increasing shift to e-commerce
and large format retailers – intensified during the COVID pandemic. Small town retail will
depend on finding business niches not addressed by the increasingly non-local competition –
with a mix of products and services in a walkable setting appealing both to local residents and
visitors. Job training and skills upgrading may serve to complement local business initiatives.
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An example of a program recently launched is a collaborative initiative with the NCWEDD and
Regional Strategies organization – awarding eight NCW communities with CARES Act funding to
sponsor an online Retail Academy education course – teaching best practices to attract new
retail and restaurants while providing resources to support and grow existing local businesses.
Of the eight communities, four are in Okanogan County – Brewster, Oroville, Pateros and Twisp.
A final component of downtown revitalization may be to seek opportunities for adding new indemand uses to the existing retail and service business mix. Based on experience of larger
communities regionally and nationally, this may include introduction of downtown area housing
as with apartments or townhomes together with live-work and co-working spaces for start-up
as well as more established tech-forward businesses. This strategic approach is most pertinent
for communities already receiving significant in-migration from the Puget Sound as with teleworkers and home-based businesses.
Tourism Market Recovery. While detailed data is not yet available, anecdotal information
indicates that tourism recovered well in the latter part of the 2020 season for the Methow
Valley portion of the county. Activity remained more depressed in the North County along the
Highway 97 corridor due in large part to closure of the Canadian border crossing at Oroville.
Assuming some form post-pandemic normalization, there may be opportunity for tourism not
only to fully recover but to be repositioned for greater value-added market capture. This could
involve creating destination and pass-through activities that encourage longer lengths of stay
and increased per visitor spending – of special importance for the north county area which has
lagged economically in recent years.
To reach beyond recovery toward longer term resilience, additional topics of importance may
include hospitality training coupled with more active advancement, pay and housing options for
tourism workforce. While coordination of county-wide tourism activities is provided by the
Okanogan County Tourism Council, the Economic Alliance provides administrative support for
the Tourism Council and as a source for answering questions from visitors and others with
tourism-related questions.
Okanogan County Opportunity Zones
Opportunity Zone (OZ) Investment. The
federally authorized Opportunity Zone
program offers capital gains related tax
incentives in selected communities across the
NCW region. The North Star Opportunity
Zones include OZs in the Brewster/Pateros and
Tonasket areas and for the portions of the
Colville Reservation in both Okanogan and
Ferry Counties – with all of adjoining Ferry
County designated for OZ investment.
Investors are able to defer paying taxes on
capital gains when invested in Qualified
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Opportunity funds that in turn are invested in distressed communities designated as
Opportunity Zones.
The approach being taken to OZ development in Okanogan County as well as elsewhere in the
NCW region is to emphasize local investor networks generating capital and return opportunities
from within region. Affordable housing is an anticipated priority for several OZs with industrial
development potential dependent on suitable site areas including the portion of Omak
overlapping with the CCT.
An added advantage of this program is to link up with use of local investor networks as have
been already formed for the Methow Valley (through TwispWorks) and more recently in
Pateros. These offer opportunity for locally funded and initiated development – whether OZ
related or otherwise.
External & Internal Marketing. Largely missing from the economic development approach
that has been taken locally is more aggressive marketing of priority opportunities – both
externally to business and investors from outside the region and internally to existing
businesses as well as to communities that may benefit from added job creating investment:


External marketing can be considered as a form of business-to-business (B2B) contacts
– often thought of as a private business selling goods or services to another business.
However, similar marketing principles can be applied in a local community or county
marketing its advantages as a place to locate or grow business for which Okanogan
region offers a distinct competitive advantage.



Internal marketing involves a variety of outreach initiatives to the immediate
community – including start-up local businesses or those seeking to expand, potential
local investors, customers of area businesses, and the public in discussion of major
project opportunities. Internal marketing also involves intergovernmental (including
tribal) coordination and consideration of potential joint projects. This may occur
together with assistance as provided by the Economic Alliance in pursuing business or
other economic development grant and technical assistance funding opportunities.

There may be new opportunities to cross-market tourism, residential and work opportunity,
achieving multiple results as a return on the up-front marketing investment. This has been a
strategy used, for example, by Central Oregon communities. This is exemplified by the current
slogan for La Pine, Oregon: “The outdoors at your front door” – an appeal of interest to current
and prospective residents, visitors and businesses.

Supporting Opportunities
Supporting opportunities most frequently identified relate to housing affordability, broadband
internet, wildfire risk management, health care stabilization and community infrastructure.
Proactive investments and programs in each of these arenas will be needed and can reinforce
the potential for successful implementation of core economic development opportunities. Each
of these supporting opportunities is considered, in turn.
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Affordable Housing. Lack of an adequate supply of housing and diminished affordability is
widely cited as an issue (and often the #1 issue) affecting not just livability of Okanogan
communities but also economic vitality. Without affordable housing, it becomes increasingly
difficult to maintain economic vitality for employment sectors ranging from agriculture to
tourism to attracting and retaining public service workers.
The pandemic accelerated the arrival of urban refugees as telecommuters, second homeowners
and occupants of vacation rentals. While some of the immediate inflow pressure may be
lessened as more office workers are asked to return to urban business locales, the interest in
permanent and seasonal housing occupancy is expected to remain strong even in a more
normalized post-pandemic environment.
Needs identified by area stakeholders include more workforce housing (ranging from farm to
hospitality to education workers), senior and special needs housing, and mid-market housing
for others being priced out by urban refugees moving to the Okanogan region. While the local
market has been historically oriented primarily to single family housing, this may shift in the
years ahead with need for more affordable and innovative housing types – including
duplex/townhome, apartment and modular housing – especially in proximity to existing
downtown or high amenity (as with riverfront) locations.
Diversity in housing providers may also be expected – ranging from traditional
developers/contractors to non-profit entities as through public housing authority and
community land trust initiatives (as in the Methow Valley). Innovative partnerships involving
multiple small business owners with employer sponsored housing might also be pursued.
While the Economic Alliance is not expected to be the lead player in most housing initiatives,
the ability to produce more quality dwelling units at rates affordable to workforce will assure
improved outcomes for those investing in retail, service and industrial businesses. The ability to
scale up housing development may also enhance opportunities to attract larger employers. The
Economic Alliance can support efforts of other public and market participants as with
convening of housing industry players and identification of relevant funding sources.
Broadband Internet. Limitations associated with inadequate rural area broadband became
very apparent during the pandemic – with more people working from home, often in remote
locations. Limited rural broadband capability has also proven problematic to inform residents
during wildfire periods, with at-home schooling during the pandemic and for more active
moves toward telemedicine.
Different approaches have been considered for implementation of improved broadband
services – with major initiatives in the Methow Valley and for the Colville Confederated Tribes,
also with a county-wide broadband study conducted in 2020. The Economic Alliance has played
a key support and convening role by facilitating the Okanogan County and Colville Confederated
Tribes (CCT) Broadband Action Team. The long-term goal is to achieve 100% broad-band
coverage (as nearly as possible).
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Wildfire Risk Management. Okanogan County and the greater NCW region have
experienced pronounced economic and ecological loss due to large-scale wildfires (and
subsequent mudslides) in 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016 and again in 2020. The Carlton Complex fire
in 2014 is the largest single fire in Washington state history, destroying over 350 homes in and
near Pateros and Brewster, causing nearly $100 million in economic damages.
While substantial recovery has occurred, large areas of Okanogan County remain vulnerable to
future events for reasons potentially associated with such factors as rural area development,
forest management, and broader climate change. A major challenge going forward is to strive
for greater consensus as to appropriate measures for mitigation, protection and recovery.
While lead roles will be taken by federal, state and local agencies, the Economic Alliance may
have opportunity to serve in the capacity of convenor, involving consideration of local business
and community perspectives.
Health Care Stabilization. Health care facilities for Okanogan County are currently centered
in Omak, Brewster and Tonasket – along or near the Highway 97 corridor. As with other rural
hospitals and care providers nationally, a major challenge to ongoing financial sustainability is
the over-reliance on Medicare and Medicaid reimbursements at lower rates than provided by
private health insurers.
Maintaining a wide range of emergency and routine medical service capabilities is important to
community sustainability – especially for seniors, minority and other underserved residents. For
a tax base supported hospital such as Omak’s Mid-Valley Hospital, attraction of larger private
employers would provide greater financial stability both in the form of healthcare insurance
and added business-generated property tax base. There may also be options for innovative
services to be offered by area providers that might draw in outside customers for certain
specialties – in addition to meeting local needs.
Community Infrastructure. The Okanogan County Commissioners and Economic Alliance
take an active role with annual prioritization of public infrastructure projects for inclusion with
the subsequent 3-county NCWEDD regional prioritization process. Details of recent priority
submittals for Okanogan County are as described by the Appendix to this CEDRS report.
To date, adopted federal stimulus funding has come from the March 2020 CARES Act and the
American Rescue Plan Act (or COVID-19 Stimulus Package signed into law on March 11, 2021).
These programs have included funding both for capital projects and other forms of direct
business, employment and related economic development assistance.
As currently proposed (as of June 2021), two forms of added federal funding allocations are
being considered by Congress and the Administration – with the prospect of further allocations
for community infrastructure in support of additional local funding initiatives, The American
Jobs Plan is proposed to improve traditional physical infrastructure – including for highways,
bridges, airports, drinking water, electric grid, high-speed broadband, building modernization
and redevelopment, research and development (as for clean energy and semiconductor
technology), and home/community-based care for seniors and people with disabilities. As
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separate legislation, an American Families Plan is proposed to support human infrastructure in
areas related to childcare, paid leave, pre-kindergarten, community college, and healthcare.
In conjunction with or in addition to these federal programs, the state of Washington is
providing funding support for community infrastructure through a combination of existing and
new programs. The Economic Alliance currently provides resources directly to businesses,
employers and local jurisdictions including programs related to:


Management of state Department of Commerce funding for the Okanogan County Small
Business Support Initiative for new businesses that have been adversely affected by the
COVID-19 public health pandemic.



Business resources including direct access to certified business advisors with the Small
Business Development Center including linkage to data and business services locally and
statewide.



Education and training linkages to local school districts, the Wenatchee Valley College at
Omak and WorkSource employment, and StartUp NCW (for startup communities and
entrepreneurs).



Information for available commercial/industrial properties.



Okanogan County Infrastructure and economic development prioritization application.



Access to other current and potential funding initiatives in cooperation with NCWEDD.

Looking forward, there is the prospect for additional federal and state funding to support a
range of community infrastructure needs – potentially including human as well as physical
infrastructure projects. An important purpose of this CEDRS is to articulate economic
development needs and opportunities so that Okanogan County is positioned as best possible
for funding resources as they become available. An added priority for some communities is
more recreation-related facilities for youth activities – serving both residents and visitors.
Depending on the funding source and sponsor eligibility requirements with varied programs,
the Economic Alliance may play a lead or support role in providing information and/or
advocating for community infrastructure funding.

Summary Strategic Plan Notes
As noted at the outset of this strategic plan discussion, this CEDRS is intended as starting point
for economic development and recovery. This initial strategy is subject to change over time as
future conditions warrant. Over a 5-10 year CEDRS planning horizon, core and supporting
priorities may be refined or changed in response to emerging needs and opportunities.
Review and refinement of the plan is recommended to occur at least every five years – with
specific resulting projects prioritized annually as currently occurs with county-adopted project
priorities. This brings the CEDRS to the last section of Evaluation Framework – which now
follows.
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VI. EVALUATION FRAMEWORK
The evaluation portion of the CEDRS process is intended to cover two questions that will be
addressed as implementation occurs, notably: “How are we doing?” and “What can we do
better?”
This first question is best answered if clear performance measures are put in place in advance
of project implementation – consistent with what Okanogan County and NCWEDD view as key
indicators of success. The second question can be addressed through future year monitoring
and update of this 2021 CEDRS report.

PERFORMANCE MEASURES
Measures of project performance involve quantification when possible as well as projectspecific qualitative considerations. The metrics applied should rely on data or other information
that is readily obtainable – whether by the Economic Alliance or individual project sponsors.
Planned in conjunctions with this CEDRS process are three types of performance measures:


Annually updated metrics for Okanogan County



Periodically updated community or sub-county regional profiles



Evaluation specific to the purposes of each individual CEDRS project or program
implemented

The first and third sets of performance metrics are consistent with what has been outlined with
the NCWEDD comprehensive economic development strategy. The second item is suggested for
additional consideration by the Economic Alliance.
Overall Okanogan County Region Metrics. Independent of the timing of future CEDRS
updates, it is proposed that the Economic Alliance in cooperation with NCWEDD compile
consistent annual updates for the following key data points. These metrics serve as indicators
of overall countywide economic performance relative to the 3-county NCWEDD region and
state of Washington (with potential sources of data also noted):


Population (WA-OFM)



Covered NCW employment and average wage (WA-ESD)



Unemployment rate (WA-ESD)



Median household income (HUD or proprietary source)

Preferred are data sets that reflect current rather than dated material. In addition to basic
economic indicators as noted above, future CEDRS updates might include data sets related to
key current year strategic project priorities, as for tourism or retail/restaurant recruitment, or
percentage of homes/businesses with high-speed internet access, or for housing affordability.
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Tracking these or other metrics may become more readily achievable with roll-out of regularly
updated county-specific Recovery Dashboards.
Periodically Updated Community or Sub-County Regional Profiles. Due to the
diversity of communities across Okanogan County, this CEDRS has included brief two-page
profiles for each of five sub-county regions. On an initial trial basis, this added information has
proved useful in the subsequent SWOT evaluation and recommended action plan.
In cooperation with NCWEDD, it is anticipated that additional profiles will be prepared for a
selected set of incorporated communities throughout the NCW region – essentially a variation
on the sub-county profiles provided with this report. For the future, it is suggested that
consideration be given to periodic updating of community or sub-region profiles – including
determination of data most readily available and useful for on-going review.
Evaluation Specific to Project Purposes. CEDRS supported project initiatives serve a
variety of purposes. For example, one project may be aimed to primarily address objectives of
improved equity for NCW businesses and employees. Another may be focused more on
economic recovery or resiliency.
Consequently, it makes sense to evaluate varied projects in accordance with the purposes or
objectives considered. This will involve the use of quantitative (measurable) outcomes and/or
qualitative (or more subjective) evaluations, especially for projects where the numbers alone
do not tell the whole story:


Quantitative metrics should cover pertinent data points for which information can be
readily obtained as agreed with project sponsors (e.g., # of new restaurants or added
sales for area restaurants)



Qualitative benefits not as easily measurable
(e.g., community health benefits for underserved populations as may be provided by a
wellness center)

As part of the project planning process, the Economic Alliance and project participants may
establish up-front performance measures viewed as mutually useful to assess subsequent
project performance. For infrastructure projects as prioritized by the Board of Commissioners,
the current process warrants continuation in its current form. For economic development
project prioritization, it is recommended that greater focus be placed on key economic
outcomes, such as businesses or jobs created and incomes of those benefitted. This may also
better position local priorities for federal and state economic development-related funding.

CEDRS REVIEW & UPDATING
This CEDRS has been completed as a one-time initiative with sponsorship of the Washington
State Department of Commerce. While there is no commitment to future updating,
recommended is consideration to proceed with periodic updates – at least every 5 years.
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APPENDIX. PRIORITY PROJECT LISTINGS
This appendix provides a summary of recent regional and county-wide project listings.

2021-26 NCWEDD Priorities
As a federally designated Economic Development District (EDD) with funding from the U.S.
Economic Development Administration (EDA), the North Central Washington Economic
Development District (NCWEDD) annually submits a listing of priority infrastructure projects for
potential funding support covering Okanogan, Douglas and Chelan counties. With its most
recent 2021-26 submittal, NCWEDD has identified and prioritized priority projects for the threecounty region. With its upcoming next year 2022 submittal, NCWEDD has indicated it will be
adding another five projects to address key equity objectives for economic development.
Of the 10 NCWEDD projects currently submitted, seven have been identified as resulting from
the 2021 Okanogan County Community, Economic Development and Public Infrastructure
Prioritization Process. These are listed as NCWEDD priorities 1 and 5-10, briefly described as
follows:
1. Brewster Broadband Initiative – The City plans on building out the infrastructure

required to make broadband internet access available and affordable to every business,
residence and industry within the city limits. This project has an estimated cost of
$2,000,000.
5. Tonasket South End Annexation – Tonasket is seeking $100,000 for Phase One of a
project to extend city utilities and upgrade transportation facilities in an area proposed
for annexation. This phase is the completion of the planning, engineering, cultural and
environmental review and permitting requested for construction.
6. Old 97 Hospital Way Street Improvements – This project will complete the
reconstruction of Old 97 (primary alternate to US 97) from US 97 to the city limits and
include improvements to the intersection with Hospital Way. This project will include
provisions for safe pedestrian access and eliminate existing safety concerns.
7. Chief Tonasket Park South End Access – Since the early 1990’s the City has had the goal
of developing a second point of access to Chief Tonasket Park as a means to address the
public health and safety concerns raised by the single access through an active fruit
warehousing/shipping complex. The planned project is intended to move the project
forward through preparation of preliminary design options which are needed to finalize
agreements with Okanogan County and a private landowner regarding the right-of-way
required to construct the access, delineation of wetlands adjoining existing crossing and
approaches; preparation of cost estimates for selected design option.
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8. US 97 and Shumway Road – Completion of the east leg of the intersection of US 97 and
Shumway Road has been in Omak’s Comprehensive Planning documents since the early
1990’s. The project gathered some steam in the late 1990’s and early 2000’s when the
property owner commissioned the design and worked with the City to obtain
permission from the WSDOT for construction of the access on the east side of US 97.
While the project received approval from WSDOT, the effort to construct the access and
roadway to connect to either Sandflat or Engh Road stalled for several reasons. Over the
past year, the effort to construct the east leg began to gain steam as the Omak School
District acquired 120 acres just east of Sandflat Road, and the owner of the property
adjoining US 97 had a potential purchaser. The City has also received grant funds to
improve the capacity and WSDOT just completed a traffic study done by Perteet
Engineering.
9. Tonasket Public Library – Tonasket’s Library, constructed in 1982, has outgrown its
1,597 square foot facility. The planned project is the first phase of the effort to replace
and/or relocate this important community asset. The $60,000 project entails securing
qualified consultant services to complete three important tasks in concert with the
community: 1) determining space needs for library collections, programming and
activities, 2) evaluating and prioritizing possible locations; and 3) preparing conceptual
designs and estimated costs for a replacement facility.
10. Omak Municipal Airport Water – The project would be the second phase of the 2019
granted fund for the water distribution system by adding a reservoir and additional
water main to the north of the airport.

Prior Okanogan County Project Priorities
On the following pages are provided priority infrastructure and community/economic
development projects for Okanogan County as:


Adopted by the Okanogan Board of Commissioners as 2021 priorities (with Resolution
161-2020) as recommendations for inclusion with the recently adopted 2021 NCWEDD
CEDRS (7 of 10 Okanogan County infrastructure projects were included as top 10
priorities with the 2021 three-county NCW priority listing).



As adopted the prior year in 2020 by the Okanogan County Board of Commissioners
(with Resolution 131-2018) for further ranking as occurred with the NCW Economic
Development District.
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END NOTES
1

The Board of Directors of the Economic Alliance is comprised with representation as follows:


2 from each of the five areas of the county



1 from the Colville Confederated Tribes



1 from the Colville Tribe Federal Corporation



2 from the Okanogan County Commissioners



2 city representatives



1 representative each from the financial industry, tourism industry, arts community



4 at large members

Standing committees include the Finance, Communications, Infrastructure and Business Education
Committees. A Broadband Action Team serves as an Ad Hoc Committee.
2

The February 1992 Economic Diversification Strategy for Okanogan County was prepared for the Okanogan
County Council for Economic Development (OCCED) with funding from the then Washington Department of
Community Development by the economic and development consulting firm E. D. Hovee & Company, LLC.

3

Quotation is from the Okanogan County Economic Development Process as prepared by the Economic Alliance,
updated June 19, 2018.

4

Population estimates for 2020 are those of the Washington State Office of Financial Management (OFM).
These estimates are subject to potential revision once results of the 2020 U.S. Census become available.

5

The Okanogan County Economic Alliance contracted with the same firm (eImpact) as NCWEDD for the 3county region but with the Economic Alliance goal to create a county-specific economic dashboard. This has
occurred as a partnership between the University of Washington, Okanogan Public Health District, Okanogan
Coalition for Health Improvement (CHI) and the Economic Alliance.

6

While Chelan County experiences the highest per capita tourism spending of the three NCW counties, Douglas
County received the strongest percentage growth from 2015-19.

7

The U.S. Census Bureau identifies nine Census County Divisions (CCDs) for Okanogan County, some of which
are relatively small in population or geographic area. For purposes of this CEDRS report, these nine CCDs have
been combined into five distinct sub-county regions, as follows:

8



The Central subregion is comprised of the Conconully-Riverside, Okanogan and Omak CCDs.



The East/Central region is denoted by the U.S. Census as the Colville Reservation CCD.



The Methow Valley region comprises the Methow Valley and the lightly populated Early Winters CCDs.



The North County region comprises the Oroville and Tonasket CCDs.



The South County sub-county region is denoted by the U.S. Census as the Brewster-Wakefield CCD.

SWOT elements are consistent with definitions provided by the U.S. Economic Development Administration
(EDA) for comprehensive economic development strategies.
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