Double your salary
Written by James W. Wade III
Wednesday, 05 October 2011 21:37 -

"You can make at least a thousand dollars a week more here than anywhere else in the
country,"

NEW YORK - Believe it or not, a place exists where companies are hiring like crazy, and you
can make $15 an hour serving tacos, $25 an hour waiting tables and $80,000 a year driving
trucks.

You just have to move to North Dakota. Specifically, to one of the tiny towns surrounding the
oil-rich Bakken formation, estimated to hold anywhere between 4 billion and 24 billion barrels of
oil.
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Oil companies have only recently discovered ways to tap this reserve. And along with the
manpower needed to extract the oil, the town is now scrambling to find workers to support the
new rush of labor.

Watford City is at the center of the Bakken formation. While it is home to less than 3,000
permanent residents, there are about 6,500 people there right now, as job hunters relocate to
seek out high-paying jobs.

Aaron Pelton, the owner of Outlaws Bar & Grill in Watford, said his sales have been nearly
doubling every year -- and it's only getting busier. Servers at his restaurant make about $25 an
hour when tips are factored in, and kitchen staff employees make around $15 an hour.

Vickie McMullen and her husband were living in one of the poorest cities in North Carolina, and
they knew they needed to move to dig themselves out of debt. When they looked online earlier
this year and saw the number of high-paying job opportunities in Williston, North Dakota -- less
than 50 miles from Watford -- they knew it was the place to jumpstart their lives.

McMullen now works as a nanny in exchange for housing. Her husband, who worked on
behavior management programs for a school system in North Carolina where he took home
about $1,600 a month, found a job working in the oilfields where he makes that same amount of
money in one week -- adding up to an annual salary of about $77,000.
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"We want to be debt-free, so we came here to play catch-up," said McMullen. "But when I came
here, I thought I was on Mars. It's just so crazy that the rest of the country has no jobs, and
here's this one place that doesn't have enough people to fill all the jobs."

With oil companies paying top dollar to the new onslaught of workers they need -- doling out
average salaries of $70,000, and more than $100,000 including over-time -- other local
businesses are boosting their pay to compete.

Entry level jobs everywhere from restaurants and grocery stores to convenience stores and
local banks pay a minimum of $12 per hour, according to the McKenzie County Job
Development Authority. Truck drivers make an average of $70,000 to $80,000 a year.

Taco John's, a Western fast-food chain, has increased its pay from $8.50 an hour to $15 an
hour in Williston to hold on to its workers during its busiest shifts. It's also trying to keep pace
with competitors, including the Subway and Hardee's down the street, said general manager
Christie Smith. The Taco John's currently has more than 15 open positions and Smith said she
has only turned down one applicant this year, "because he just looked too scruffy."

If a Taco John's employee refers a friend for a job, and that friend is hired and works there at
least six weeks, the employee is given a $100 bonus, and the new employee gets $150.
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Heather McLaren and her boyfriend came to Watford from Fargo about a year ago. She makes
$10 an hour at a local gas station and convenience store, and her boyfriend works in farming
and makes $15 an hour -- up from $9.75 an hour in Fargo.

The pay bump was even bigger for Nathan Pittman, who was thinking about retiring from the
trucking company he owned in Indiana, but put his plans on hold when he heard about the
boom.

Pittman quickly landed at a trucking company in Watford making $20 an hour with "a lot" of
overtime. In all, his salary more than doubled to about $2,225 a week in Watford.

"You can make at least a thousand dollars a week more here than anywhere else in the
country," he said.

Pittman was so optimistic about the opportunities in the town that he is now helping struggling
companies from other parts of the country set up shop in Watford.

"There's not a business you can start in North Dakota right now that wouldn't make it," said
Pittman.
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Gene Veeder, executive director of McKenzie County Job Development Authority, which
includes Watford City, said he gets calls every day from developers wanting to start housing
projects. But for now, good luck finding a place to live.

Among the inconveniences the boom has caused for locals -- including a higher cost of living,
more traffic and higher turnover rates among businesses that lose employees to the oilfields -there's a huge housing shortage.

"It's been absolutely crazy lately -- we just can't build fast enough," said Shawn Wenko,
workplace development coordinator for the city of Williston. "We've probably seen 2,200
housing units come online this year, but we probably have demand for more than 5,000."

Wenko said one-bedroom apartments can run at around $1,500 a month, while two to three
bedroom apartments are often around $3,000. Local hotels and motels
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