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Ent helps put spotlight on manufacturing
 By Cameron Moix

cameron.moix@csbj.com

There are few places in Colorado Springs where one can 
� nd a person 3D-printing an octopus, another chopping 

fruit with large machinery and yet another using a punch 
press to create metal � ttings.

But a consortium of local business owners and advo-
cates made that a reality this week by hosting the inaugural 
Southern Colorado Manufacturing Expo, a two-day showcase 
of demonstrations and  presentations from companies cross-
cutting a slew of industries.

� e event at Freedom Financial Services Expo Center was 
intended to “bring the community together to publicize and 
promote the sector, facilitate new and important relation-
ships, and showcase manufacturing to a prospective future 
workforce,” according to the group. And organizers of the 
educational series said that goal was achieved on the � rst day.

“I think we’ve exceeded the expectations of the exhibi-
tors and somewhat ourselves,” said Tracy Watters of Springs 
Fabrication. “� is was the � rst time, so there were a lot of 
unknowns and people didn’t know what to expect.”

Between 1,200 and 1,500 K-12 students from Colorado 
Springs and Pueblo, as well as 500 from local colleges and 
an unknown number from the general public, took time to 
peruse the demonstrations. � at feat, Watters said, was made 
possible by event sponsors like El Pomar Foundation, which 
awarded SOCOM a grant that paid to bus the kids in for a 
few hours Tuesday.

“I think our two main goals going in to this were aware-
ness and education, and then not too far behind that was 
networking,” said Tom Neppl, president and CEO of Springs 
Fabrication. “We’re all in more or less the same business and 
we’re all passionate about what we do.”

Randy Scott, president of the Southern Colorado Business 
Partnership, said that attracting students to the expo was 
valuable to the organization, and it was exciting for him to 
witness the presence of the region’s future workforce. 

“I think the burning desire of all manufacturers is to help 
the next generation appreciate what they do,” he said. “I think 
a lot of the excitement here today came from the fact that there 
were so many students, and many of them were very engaged.”

About commercial lending
Because the event’s key sponsor was Colorado Springs-

based Ent Business Bank, one element of the program per-
tained to business � nancing, including a presentation called 
“Commercial Lending Exposed — Borrowing Strategies for 
Companies.”

Wayne Paton, Ent’s vice president of commercial banking 
and wealth management services, delivered the presentation, 

equipped with more than three decades of banking experi-
ence in Colorado Springs.

With several bankers in the audience to hold him account-
able, Paton prefaced the lecture by explaining that it was 
to be for the bene� t of business owners rather than for Ent 
advertising.

“� ere are quite a number of misconceptions of banking 
and � nancial institutions in general,” he said in reference to 
business loans. “It’s important that everyone knows sometimes 
we do have to say no. It’s not because we want to, but it might 
just not be the best idea.”

At the end of the day, he said � nancial institutions are 
businesses too — ones that leverage the most � nancial risk 
for each loan — but can provide the lowest-risk option for 
business owners. And although borrowing from a traditional 
bank may not present the potential peril of acquiring a loan 
from “angel investors” or borrowing against a credit card, 
Paton said there are certain things to which business owners 
should be privy before dealing with lenders.

“Di� erent institutions have di� erent business models,” 
he said.

Advice for loan-seekers
Also of great importance to loan-seekers, according to 

Paton, is understanding what � nancial institutions are look-
ing for in prospective borrowers. He said primary marks for 
banks like Ent are the company’s business model, cash � ow, 
industry, competition and collateral.

“It’s very important for you to understand those intentions 
on the front end,” he said. “Make sure you’re really having an 
open dialogue about this. ... � ese are also things that you 
need to be asking yourselves as business owners.”

Paton said another thing he thinks is important for busi-
nesses to understand are the new regulations out there in 
terms of lending, and the regulatory environment in which 
they exist. Among those is the Dodd-Frank Act, which he 
described as a “beast of legislation” with policies that are still 
unfurling within the banking industry and may present new 
obstacles for business owners.

And although it’s not something clients enjoy mulling over, 
he said it’s important to consider an exit strategy. Whether 
the plan is to wind down, sell or turn the business into a 
family a� air, it’s good to have things ready for if and when 
the time might come.

“You just don’t wake up one morning and decide to sell 
your business,” he said.

“Make sure that you have some meat on the bones and 
you understand the process,” he said.

Paton’s � nal words of wisdom pertained to management. 
Although a great expense to new small-business owners, he 
said that having a team of like-minded and capable people to 
help manage operations can make all the di� erence.

“Yeah, they’re an expense,” he said. “When you’re just start-
ing o�  and you’re trying to � gure out how to get to that next 
level ... there is a point where you have to determine when 
in that business growth you are going to try to bring on a 
good team.”

New connections made
As Neppl indicated, the expo provided a valuable network-

ing opportunity to the dozens of participant companies, 
which each paid $150-$250 to set up booths. It even sparked 
a couple of business connections along the way, according to 
Neppl and Chris Fagnant, director of energy, environment 
and e�  ciency for Qualtek Manufacturing Inc.

While Qualtek competes with other expo participants, 
Fagnant said he made a valuable connection that could lead to 
more business for a Pueblo-based company named Colorado 
Metal Spinning Inc. He said that he was unaware any such 
company existed — at least reputably — in Colorado, and 
that he had been referring business to a manufacturer in 
Minneapolis without knowing there was an option in the 
“neighborhood.”

“I � gured that I knew everyone in the room,” Fagnant said. 
“If we had known this guy was in Pueblo, we probably would 
have gone, visited and sent some work his way,” he said.

“� at’s the value of networking,” Scott added with a smile.
Companies that participated in the expo ranged from 

mom-and-pop garage operations to mega-corporations like 
Atmel and Ball Aerospace, but Watters said the collabora-
tion of all involved was “very impressive.” She said she is 
proud to be involved and hopes to see how the event evolves 
in years to come.

 “� e energy and commitment of the community and of 
the folks in manufacturing in this town is phenomenal,” she 
said. “I’m still taken aback by that, because this wasn’t some 
organization that came in and put on a show. � is was a col-
laboration of manufacturers that came together and made this 
happen, and it wasn’t really sponsored by companies that do 
trade shows or even have a charter — it was these companies 
leading the initiatives to make this happen.”

Members of the event’s planning committee say they’ve 
learned a few things from hosting Colorado Springs’ � rst 
manufacturing expo. Next year, they will be sure to test the 
AV equipment the day before, and they’ll be sure that the 
event is scheduled so that everyone interested can attend. 
But more than anything, they hope the SOCOM Expo will 
� ower into something more — a glimpse into industry that 
is vital to local economy.

“I’m excited about next time, and I hope we can raise the 
public awareness more,” Scott said.

“I think there is such a lack of understanding about this part 
of industry in Colorado Springs, El Paso County, and Pueblo 
County and the e� ect and economic impact it has here.” ■ CSBJ
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