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This report summarizes the panel discussion and key insights from REAL Co-Lab’s April
Rural Business Roundtable, which brought together Montana business owners and
trade experts to examine the evolving impacts of federal shifts on the business
landscape and implications for Montana’s economy. The discussion’s topics ranged
from tariffs, regulatory shifts, funding uncertainty and their impacts on industries and
communities. Panelists shared their firsthand experiences and offered
recommendations to better support rural communities and businesses.

“We just want to know what to plan for and not feel like the
ground is shifting beneath us every day.” —Leslie Graves

Featuring the insights of:

Leslie Graves Brigitta Miranda-Freer Katie Spika
Business Owner Executive Director Business Owner
Pintler Billing Services Montana World Trade Center Spika Design & Manufacturing

-Eureka, MT- -Missoula, MT- -Lewistown, MT-
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GLOBAL TRADE CHALLENGES

Insights from Brigitta Miranda-Freer, Montana World Trade Center Executive Director

—— Global Trade Landscape: Volatile and Unpredictable ——

Brigitta Miranda-Freer describes today’s trade environment as “changing by the tweet.” With over 16 executive
orders impacting trade, frequent policy shifts create confusion and instability for both U.S. businesses and
international partners.

“Canada is Montana’s largest trading partner, and there's an
awful lot of uncertainty surrounding that relationship.”
— Brigitta Miranda-Freer
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On April 2 (“Liberation Day”), the U.S. imposed a 10% baseline tariff on all imports, with Canadian goods facing
up to 25% tariffs. Meanwhile, U.S. exports to Canada face tariffs up to 25% in retaliation.’ This retaliatory tariff
significantly impacts Montana's economy, as the state’s Canadian imports account for more than 94% of its
total imports. 2

—— Real Impacts: Trust, Relationships, and Market Loss ——

Miranda-Freer emphasized the human element behind trade, warning that erratic policies can drive buyers
elsewhere—often permanently. Montana farmers, for example, lost critical market share to Brazil during past
trade disputes—gains that haven’t been recovered. 3

“We're not setting ourselves up for success... We risk losing
customers—maybe forever. — Brigitta Miranda-Freer
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Montana’s $7.4 billion in 2024 hard good imports—mostly from Canada—and its export-heavy agricultural
sector make it highly vulnerable. New tariffs mean Montana goods may become unaffordable for foreign
buyers, while import costs rise for local manufacturers and consumers. 2
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LOCAL CHALLENGES & RECOMMENDATIONS

Insights from Montana professional services and manufacturing businesses

Business’s Biggest Concern: Policy Uncertainty

With ever-changing policy, businesses cannot price or plan confidently in the long-term. Regulatory
shifts and unclear compliance mandates are paralyzing investment decisions.
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“Predictability is essential for businesses to “We are watching some of the things that are happening on the
function... Give me something to rely on for a federal level... there’s a lot of uncertainty about what [medical
couple of years—or a month.”—Katie Spika expenses] will be covered in the future.”—Leslie Graves

Leslie Graves noted a visible decline in tourism in Eureka, MT, citing uncertainty around forest services
and travel between the Montana-Canada border. With fewer Canadian visitors, the town feels “very
quiet,” raising concerns for its tourism-dependent economy.

—— Federal Programs and Subsidies are Increasingly Unstable —

Programs like Medicaid, cybersecurity mandates, daycare subsidies, and land management are
increasingly unpredictable causing rippling instability through communities and businesses.

“We spent over a quarter million dollars last year Half of our daycare kids are on the Best Beginnings

scholarship... if we lose that, it doesn’t make sense for

toward cybersecurity compliance... and now there’s talk
it might go away.”—Katie Spika

parents to go to work.”—Leslie Graves

—REQUESTS FROM BUSINESS OWNERS ——
to stakeholders and policymakers

Ensure Predictability in Policy, Regulation, and Trade

Uncertainty in regulations and global trade relationships makes long-term planning risky.

Stabilize and Sustain Federal & State Funding

Reliable support for services like daycare and Medicaid is critical to everyday business functions.
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ATTENDEE DEMOGRAPHICS

Top Industries

Hospitality

24 Registered Attendees 3

Consulting

Financial

20. 8% Post-Survey Response Rate Servies

3

Agriculture

4

Attendee Locations:

About REAL Co-Lab

This report was produced by the Rural Entrepreneurship and Leadership Co-Lab (REAL Co-Lab) at University of
Montana. We're committed to partnering across the U.S. to better understand and share the stories of
rural entrepreneurs, leaders, and their communities. Our mission is to deliver actionable insights through
studies, experiments, and pilot programs to support all U.S. entrepreneurs and leaders, their
communities, and the economy.

Have questions or want to stay in touch?
¥4 real@umontana.edu

*“Report drafted with a sprinkle of Al magic, polished by human expertise.
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