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I.

Introduction

The purpose of the Sweet Grass County Chamber of Commerce (the Chamber) is to promote business
and commerce in Sweet Grass County through tourism, consumer and merchant education, community
events, advertising and other activities. In the midst of changing times, businesses need an advocate.
The Chamber works tirelessly to shape policies, ideas, and opportunities that improve the business
environment.
2018 was an exciting and successful year for the Sweet Grass County Chamber of Commerce. We hosted
several events, oversaw visitation at the Big Timber Visitor Information Center, partnered with
numerous agencies, effectively fundraised, developed exciting new materials, created successful
marketing and buy local campaigns, and supported Chamber members through a variety of methods. I
encourage you to read this report to learn more about the Chamber’s 2018 accomplishments.

Page | 3

II.

Accomplishments Summarized

Hosted or Sponsored:
•

Crazy Mountain Fiber Fest

•

The Kickin' The IRS Barn Dance

•

Sweet Grass Fest

•

The Halloween Parade

•

Crazy Mountain Christmas

•

Hometown Holiday Lighted Parade

•

Big Timber Farmers Market

•

Rural Economic Development Summit

•

Coop Impact Week

•

Spring Cleanup

•

Lunch & Learn Events

Developed:
•

An extensive marketing plan and exciting marketing materials

•

Buy local campaigns including The Give Big, Shop Small Buy Local Challenge

•

The Buttons Fundraiser to raise money for Christmas decorations

•

An Economic Development committee to address workforce and housing issues

•

A full slate of Board of Directors consisting of qualified and active business leaders

•

Marketing for all Sweet Grass County events

Acquired:
•

A security system for the Visitor Information Center to ensure staff safety

•

A billboard west of town advertising Big Timber

•

Christmas decorations for downtown

•

American and Montana flags for downtown

•

Directors and Officers Insurance

Instituted:
•

Anti-Harassment Policy

•

Written Document Retention and Destruction Policy

Page | 4

Updated:
•

Chamber bylaws and policies

•

The Visit Sweet Grass County Brochure and Relocate to Big Timber Guide

Launched:
•

The Visit Big Timber and Sweet Grass County promotional video II

Partnered with:
•

Sweet Grass Community Foundation as a participant in the Raw Deal Run Community Fundraiser

•

Yellowstone Country Montana and MOTBD to host social media influencers and travel agents

•

The Big Timber Rodeo

•

The City of Big Timber to have electricity installed at the north west corner of Lions Club Park

Represented:
•

Sweet Grass County on the Yellowstone Country Montana, Inc. Board of Directors

•

Local businesses at City Council meetings

Managed:
•

Another successful Visitor Information Center season

•

Join us banners, flags, and Christmas decorations around town

Page | 5

III.

Membership

At the end of 2018, the Chamber had a total of 138 active/courtesy members. That compares to 126 at
the end of 2017.
During 2018, 11 members joined the Chamber. During that same time, 13 members dropped. Most of

the businesses who dropped their membership never gave a reason for why they were dropping. Only
one member dropped due to dissatisfaction and they had an individual membership, not a business
membership.
Current member satisfaction has been steadily going up. The Chamber has received very positive
feedback from current members and engagement has increased. The Chamber board of directors has 13
members and those members are very active in the organization. Regular Chamber meetings vary in
attendance but have seen an overall increase.
Invitations to join the Chamber were sent to businesses within Sweet Grass County and numerous tech
companies in Bozeman. Membership growth is a goal for 2019. The plan for 2019 is to actively invite all
local businesses who are not members to join as well as relevant businesses from neighboring
communities. For example, since Big Timber does not have a car dealership it makes sense to invite car
dealerships from neighboring areas to join as Sweet Grass residents have a high likelihood of being their
customer.

MEMBERSHIP TYPE CHART
Business

2nd Business

Nonprofit

Nonprofit Subsidiary

Individual

Courtesy

3% 4%
1%
19%

6%

67%
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Ribbon Cuttings
The Chamber offers ribbon cutting ceremonies for all members and has done many over the years. In
2018, the Chamber participated in ribbon cutting ceremonies for Sky Federal Credit Union, Big Timber
Daycare, and Lost in Time Antiques.

Lost in Time Antiques

Big Timber Daycare
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IV.

Marketing

Membership Stickers
New membership stickers were made and distributed.

Print Ads
One print ad was published in Explore Yellowstone.

Billboard
The Chamber partnered with the Sweet Grass Community Foundation to rent a billboard located near
Mission Creek Exit advertising the Big Timber area to east bound traffic.
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Social Media
The Sweet Grass County Chamber of Commerce Facebook page saw an increase in total page likes over
the year. As of December 31, 2018, the page had 1,875 likes and 1,882 followers. The following graphs
show how page likes and followers continues to grow and the impact of certain posts. The spike in
February was due to Chamber President Christine Bakke and Chamber E.D. Julie Johnson inviting their
friends to like the page. The spike in October was due to the marketing video which reached 25.2k
people and the spike in late December was due to a very popular photo of downtown taken by local
business owner, Bonnie Ferguson, which reached 15.4k people.
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Marketing Video
The Chamber hired Firefly Marketing to create a 30-second video promoting the Big Timber area as a
place to live and visit. Footage from Sly Dog Productions that was taken in 2017 and additional video
taken by Firefly Marketing was used. The video was distributed on Facebook in October and is on the
Home page of bigtimber.com. The video has been shared 181 times, reached 25,033 people, and been
viewed by over 10,000 people.
Influencer Trips
In early May, a group of Dutch travel agents on a tour of Montana put together by the Montana Office
of Tourism stayed at Spring Creek Campground and Trout Ranch. The Chamber put together a meetand-greet at The Grand. The guests were served a delicious breakfast, received information about the
area, and were able to ask a Chamber representative and a couple of local businesses questions.
In late May, the Chamber partnered with Yellowstone Country Montana, Inc. to host Jessy Piskai and her
family. They stayed two nights at Rocking M Bunkhouse. Jessy has a large social media following on
YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter.
Additional Marketing
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Activity Guides: 6,000 were printed and distributed throughout Sweet Grass County and visitor
information centers throughout Montana, Idaho, and Wyoming.
Pleasure Way Ice Cream Social: Ice cream social hosted by the Chamber thanking the Pleasure
Way guests for holding their annual rally in Sweet Grass County.
Chamber Monthly Newsletter: emailed to 197 contacts.
Visitor and relocation packets were sent throughout the year.
Welcome packets were delivered to multiple large groups hosting events in the area.
The Chamber conducted event marketing for all Sweet Grass County events (Facebook, website
events calendar, email).
Continued work with National Forest Service to design new panels for the VIC kiosk.
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V.

Website Statistics

The Chamber has put a lot of time and effort into making the Chamber website better and tracks
monthly traffic to the site. The Chamber is looking into ways to raise money to get a new website. The
current platform used, ChamberMaster, costs $253 each month and the website is not as good as it
could be. If the Chamber switches to a different platform the website could be better and money could
be saved and therefore reallocated to other projects.
The following graph shows the amount of users on the website each month. Google Analytics did not
provide data for May, June, and July which are the months that see the most traffic. A Google Analytics
rep could not explain why those months were missing and were unable to provide the lost data.
December was not delivered by the time this report was complete.
One thing to note is the high percentage of organic searches. This means people are finding
bigtimber.com by searching a topic or place in Google and being directed to the website versus typing in
the website directly. This is good for two reasons. This first is that it means the website has great SEO
and is easy to find when people are looking for information about the Big Timber area. Second, it means
the Chamber has an opportunity to grow those numbers by increasing direct searches by advertising
bigtimber.com.
2018 Website Statistics
Month

Users

Sessions

Bounce Rate
62.20%
65.17%
61.51%
61.80%

Avg Session
Duration
1:58
1:39
1:55
1:46

Organic
Search
73.64%
71.45%
77.86%
70.42%

January
February
March
April
May
June
July
August
September
October
November
December

993
1100
1200
1600
No Data
No Data
No Data
2300
1500
1700
1500

1200
1300
1400
1900

2600
1800
1900
1700

67.89%
68.73%
69.85%
70.39%

1:38
1:34
1:18
1:18

70.57%
74.14%
66.67%
69.31%

Total

11893

13800
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VI.

Events

The Chamber hosted six annual events in 2018: Crazy Mountain Fiber Fest, The Annual Kickin' The IRS
Barn Dance, Sweet Grass Fest, The Halloween Parade, Crazy Mountain Christmas, and the Hometown
Holiday Lighted Parade.
The 3rd Annual Kickin’ The IRS Barn Dance was held on Friday, April 13 at the Sweet Grass County
Fairgrounds. Attendance at the barn dance increased from last year but was still not as high as the first
year. The band Open Range performed. The food and drinks were donated by local businesses. The
event raised $700.39 for the Chamber.
Crazy Mountain Fiber Fest was held on Saturday May 19 at the Big Timber Civic Center. It was a second
year event focusing on the fiber industry, sheep culture, the important role of agriculture and how
animals contribute to rural economies. The event offered a host of activities, including vendors, classes,
and presentations, providing a cumulative festival experience. There were vendors showcasing products
such as clothing, quilts, blankets, rugs, looms, spinning wheels and more. There were workshops on
spinning, felting, dying, weaving and more. There was a tour of Big Timber’s historic Wool House.
Attendance was not huge but it did grow from the previous year and feedback from attendees was very
positive.
Sweet Grass Fest was held on Saturday, June 30. The festival continues to grow in both attendance and
activities. The parade was larger, the car show had more participants and added a pit crew competition,
there were more vendors, and the kids area had a better set up. The Chamber organized a kids bike
decorating contest for the first time that had more entries than expected. This was a very successful
year that raised just over $2,000 for the Chamber.
The Halloween Parade ran smoothly despite high winds. In addition to the parade, the Chamber hosted
a booth at the inaugural Halloween Carnival put on by the PMC in conjunction with the haunted house.
Crazy Mountain Christmas ran smoothly. The American Legion allowed the Chamber to use the
basement for free again. There were 15 vendors and a great Santa. Christine Bakke took photos again
and supplied a very professional backdrop. She took pictures of around 70 children. The event netted
$422.50 for the Chamber that will go into the Christmas decorations fund.
The Hometown Holiday Lighted Parade continues to remain similar year after year. There were not as
many floats this year as last but the floats that were there were really nice. The streets were packed for
the parade and the fireworks but people did not stay long after the fireworks were over. Each year the
committee learns more and gets ideas for the next year.
The Chamber also co-hosted or sponsored other nonannual events in 2018.
The Big Timber Farmers Market was a huge success. The person who has been the Market Master for
years decided to resign and contacted the Chamber about taking it over. A committee was formed and a
new Market Master was designated. The event ran from July 20 through September 7 on Fridays from 4
pm to 7 pm at Lions Club Park. Every market was packed with locals and visitors. This will become an
annual event for the Chamber.
The Chalk Art Contest had great participation and resulted in some very cool art. There is still a lot of
work to be done in order for this event to grow.
The Rural Economic Development Summit was organized by Beartooth RC&D in partnership with the
Chamber and Triangle Communications. The event took place in March and the purpose was to provide
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a unique opportunity for community members, city and county officials and organizations to come
together to discuss economic development strategies in Sweet Grass County. Intended outcomes were
to build community capacity, increase the pool of volunteers and create a citizen-driven local effort to
achieve citizen-identified results. The event saw great participation and lead to the creation of the
Economic Development committee.
Montana Cooperative Impact Week was organized by the Chamber, Triangle Communications, and The
Montana Cooperative Development Center. The event was designed to raise awareness of cooperatives,
highlight the economic benefits of cooperatives in our region, and educate youth and the community
members on the benefits of the cooperative model for economic and community development. There
was a presentation at the Sweet Grass County High School in the morning and an open house hosted by
Triangle and Sky Federal Credit Union in the afternoon.
Montana University System’s Research Roadshow took place on Thursday, November 11. The Chamber
assisted MUS in organizing and marketing the event. Five dynamic speakers from across Montana
presented their research. The Chamber suggested they do a presentation for the high school next year.
A Small Business Roundtable was held by Montana Secretary of State Corey Stapleton in partnership
with the Chamber. Businesses and residents were invited to discuss issues or concerns. The group
discussed election results in Sweet Grass County, election fraud, the electronic Secretary of State
database, the short tourism season, and workforce issues.

Entry at the Sweet Grass
Fest Bike Decorating
Contest

Winning float at the
Holiday Lighted
Parade

Dancers enjoying the
Kickin’ The IRS Barn
Dance
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VII.

Citywide Beautification

The Chamber strongly believes that the appearance of the county and town are essential to building
tourism and hometown pride. A good looking county helps the community distinguish itself and showoff
its uniqueness, gives travelers a lasting impression that will most likely influence whether they come
back, and represents the community’s high quality of life. The appearance of downtown can help
capture business and help create a community that people can identify with. Because of this belief the
Chamber invested money and time into beautification projects.
Banners
The Chamber continues to maintain the Join Us banners and add more to additional light poles.
Flags
The Chamber raised funds through the Raw Deal Run fundraiser and button sales to purchase additional
flags in the spring of 2019. Due to high winds, many of the flags need to be replaced and the Chamber
would like to add flags to more light poles.
Christmas Decorations
The Chamber raised money for additional downtown Christmas decorations. Sweet Grass Tech made six
more snowflakes to add to the 11 snowflakes from 2017. Six of the snowflakes from 2017 were powder
coated and new lights were put on all. Volunteers from Triangle, NWE, Charter, and the City of Big
Timber hung the snowflakes and the lights at city hall.
West Exit Trash Cleanup
The Chamber hosted another trash cleanup day at the VIC and west end exit. Turnout was great and a
lot of trash was collected. Numerous individuals and groups participated. A group of high school
students even joined in. In addition to a trailer load of garbage being collected off the interstate and
frontage road, much needed work around the VIC was done. The crawl space (aka snake pit) was
cleaned out and new shelves were built. Downed branches were removed and the VIC kiosk was fixed.
Further, this event encouraged others to have clean up days throughout the county.

Page | 15

VIII.

Buy Local Campaign

The Chamber has made a very concerted effort to encourage residents to spend more money within
their community. The Chamber hosted the buy local promotion, administered an extensive Facebook
campaign showing the benefits of spending money locally, and provide Chamber Bucks which encourage
local spending.
Give Big, Shop Small Promotion
The second Give Big, Shop Small promotion continued to be a success. Twenty-three businesses
participated. The event ran Friday, November 16 through Friday, November 30 (The Holiday Lighted
Parade). Individuals who purchased a product or service from a participating business were entered into
a drawing to win $100 in Chamber Bucks which could be spent at any of the 100+ businesses who accept
Chamber Bucks.
The purpose of the promotion was to create awareness and emphasize the importance of our local
independent businesses on our local economy to hopefully shift local consumers out of town retail
spending during the busy holiday season to local spending as a way of supporting jobs and boosting
communities.
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IX.

Fundraising

Raw Deal Run
The Chamber once again participated in Sweet Grass Community Foundation’s Raw Deal Run
Community Fundraiser. The Chamber’s fundraising plan included mailing letters to all Chamber
members, Facebook posts on the Chamber page, The Big Timber Buzz, and Sweet Grass Connections,
features in the monthly Chamber newsletter, and a concerted word-of-mouth campaign. The Chamber
raised $1,884.04 to be used towards 2018 marketing projects.
Christmas Button Fundraiser
The Christmas Button Fundraiser was a huge success in its second year. The
Chamber raised $2,505.29 to be allocated to Christmas decorations and
downtown flags. The Chamber had 200 buttons made and all but 17 sold.
They were $20 per button. There were two drawings for a prize of $500
each. The design for the button was decided through a 7th grade art class
drawing contest.
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X.

Visitor Information Center

There were a total of 2,570 people who stopped at the Big Timber VIC between Memorial Day 2018 and
September 20, 2018. In 2017, there were a total of 2,962 people who stopped at the Big Timber VIC
between Memorial Day and Labor Day. The Big Timber
VIC closed a couple of weeks earlier in 2018 than in
2017 because funding ran out which is why there is a
decrease in visitors compared to last year.
Montana was once again the top visitor by state.
Washington jumped up to second from third while
Minnesota dropped from second to forth. California
jumped up three spots to third. Canada and Colorado
stayed in the middle. Interestingly, Wisconsin, Idaho,
and Wyoming all made the top ten this year, none of
which were on the list last year. South Dakota, Oregon, and Missouri fell off the list.
In addition to visitors, the VIC received numerous calls each day asking for a wide range of information.
Everything from campground information to event details to bridge heights and more. VIC staff also sent
out an average of 3 visitor and/or relocation packets each week.
The Big Timber VIC was open from Memorial Day weekend to September 20 from 9 am to 4 pm Monday
through Saturday and 1 pm to 4 pm on Sunday. The goal for the 2019 season is to stay open through
September 30.
Trends from 2018:
•
•
•
•
•

•

As is the case every year, a large majority of visitors were on their way to Yellowstone National
Park or Glacier National Park.
A lot of people stop to take pictures of the Crazy Mountains.
Hiking trails and restaurants are the most requested information.
People like to use the picnic table. The VIC is located right off the east exit by a large gas station
which makes for great visibility.
More and more people are using the VIC as a resource to get event details. The Sweet Grass
County Chamber of Commerce has put more work into its online calendar in the last few years
and people are noticing.
There is a group of people in the 50 plus age range that seek out VICs for information, bathroom
breaks, and conversation. These people tend to be the primary visitors to the Big Timber VIC
each year. This group really enjoys talking to someone about the area and learning about the
area through conversation versus brochures, etc. It’s also a great way for them to take a break
from driving.
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Top 10 Visitors By State:

Bed Tax Collections:
Short-term lodging facilities collect and remit a lodging facility sales and use tax. Short-term lodging
facilities include facilities such as: hotels, motels, campgrounds, dude ranches, bed and breakfasts, and
vacation rentals. Montana charges a combined 7% lodging sales and use tax: 4% Lodging Facility Use Tax
and 3% Lodging Facility Sales Tax. The tax applies to charges paid to use the facility and charges integral
to the stay, including roll-away beds and cleaning fees. Since there is no CVB (Convention and Visitors
Bureau) in Sweet Grass County, the collections are reported on a county basis only. Q4 for 2018 had not
been released at the time this report was written.
Bed tax collections continue to steadily grow year after year despite a decrease in 2018. There are
numerous reasons the collections could be down in 2018: lower collections due to properties closing
(Lazy J Motel was temporarily closed), delinquencies in submitting the bed tax, weather conditions
affected travel decisions (spring was very wet), ADR (average daily rate) for lodging properties was lower
in 2018 than the same timeframe in 2017.
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XI.

Economic Development

Leadership/Civic Development and The Role of Public Policy
The Chamber actively participates in civic development and public policy by
•
•
•
•
•

Attending City Council meetings
Being on the Economic Development Committee
Co-hosting events like the Rural Economic Development Summit
Participating in public policy discussions taking place within the community (i.e. Infrastructure
Roundtable with Senator Tester)
Having the Chamber Executive Director sit on the Yellowstone Country Montana, Inc. board of
directors

Quality of Life
The Chamber has worked to increase quality of life by
•

Implementing downtown beautification projects

Infrastructure Development
The Chamber has worked towards infrastructure development by
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•
•
•
•
•

Supporting the Old High School Committee
Hosting events like the Small Business Road Show
Offering a venue for local developers to address zoning concerns
Discussing housing issues
Partnered with the City of Big Timber to have electricity installed at Lions Club Park for events

Existing Business Development
The Chamber supports existing business development in the following ways
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Advertising members on the Chamber website
Increasing tourism to the area which brings in outside money
Offering a venue for businesses to promote their product/service
Providing education such as the Lunch & Learns
Compiling resources for businesses
Encouraging people to shop local with an extensive buy local campaign
Hosting ribbon cutting ceremonies for new businesses
Discussing workforce issues

Entrepreneur Development
The Chamber works to increase entrepreneur development by
•
•
•
•

Working with local internet providers to increase connectivity
Offering education opportunities
Providing business resources
Providing venues for entrepreneurs to connect with each other

Recruiting New Business
The Chamber has worked to recruit new businesses by
•
•
•
•

Hosting a website with relocation information
Sending letters to Bozeman tech companies inviting them to consider Big Timber as a viable
location to expand or relocate their businesses to
Creating a business relocation brochure
Discussing workforce issues
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XII.

Committees/Representation

The Chamber Executive Director has represented Sweet Grass County and the town of Big Timber by
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Sitting on the Yellowstone Country Montana, Inc. board of directors – currently Vice President
Sitting on the following committees
o Economic Development Committee
o Farmer’s Market Committee
o Marketing Committee
o All Chamber event committees
Acting as an ex officio board member of the B Bar T Rodeo Company
Being a member of the Beartooth RC&D CEDS Strategy Committee
Being a member of Rural BEAR - the leading Business Expansion And Retention program in
Montana
Attending the Governor’s Conference on Tourism and Business Development
Participating in an infrastructure round table with Senator Jon Tester
Participating in a roundtable discussion with Secretary of State Corey Stapleton
Attending multiple events, meetings, and hearings as the representative of the Chamber
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