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Entrepreneur shares his gifts

& Andy Weils of Wells Technology Inc in Bemidji is being honored for
his business accomplishments and comumunity contributions.

By TODD NELSON
Special o the St Tebune

Growing up on the Red Lake Indian
Reservation, Andy Wells often saw his
father and grandfather piich in to help
friends and neighbors.

Now Wells, a successful inventor
and entrepreneuwr, carries on that tra-
dition in an innovative way through
Wells Academy, which provides free
job training to preparc young Ameri-
can Indians for manufacturing work,

“The time and talents we have
from our creator are gifis,” Wells said,
“When we use them to give back and

help other people, that's our gilt back
Lo our creator.”

Wells, 64, launched the training pro-
gram with funds frorm Wells Technol-
ogy Inc. in Bemidji, which he found-
ed in 1990. The company makes and
distributes higb-precision machined
fasteners and other parts, The com-
pany, which supplies clients in aero-
space, defense, electronics and other
industries, has 31 employees, double
its 2004 total.

The nonprofit training program,
which also bas received a number of
grants, provides full-time, paid appren-
ticeships. It has seven students and will

produce its first graduate next month.
Wells will otfer graduates jobs at his
company or help them find work else-
where.

“We don't bold our graduates cap-
tive,” Wells said. “There’s no under-
standing or agreement they'll stay
here after training. ... The focus is on
helping them and not on just helping
ourselves.”

welis will be recognized Tuesday
tor his business accomplishments and
community contributions, when he is
named 2006 Entrepreneur of the Year
by the Metropolitan Economic Devel-
opment Association (MEDA).

Waells continues: "He is always looking ...
to lcam and grow.” D6 »
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IONZLME cuent Best Buy
Co.Inc Peterson also be-
comes president of the
American Asscciation
of lustice {formerly the
Armerican Trial Lawyers
Association}in July,

AMA v.UNH

The American
Medical Association has
weighed in on United-
Health's pending acqui-
sition of Las Vegas-based
Sierra Health Systems
with an emphatic“no.”

The AMA frequently
has sparred with
UrnitedHealth on its
various rergers, and the
raergers of other health
insurers, arguing that a
consolidated industry
is bad for doctors and
patients.
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ATwin Qities enwepren
started a thnving bike-retatling
precocious way's 30

Bemidji entrepreneur Wells shares his gifts

The Minneapolis nonprof-
it (htip//meda.net) assists mi-
nority-owned and -managed
businesses Lhrough training,
financing, consulting and oth-
¢r programs.

“He is always looking for op-
portunjties (o learn and grow,”
Yvonne Cheung o, MEDA's
president and CEO, said of
Wells, who has received busi-
ness coaching and mentoring
(rom MEDA. Wells also is part
of MEDA’s Pacesetter program,
a three-year ¢ourse of special-
ized counseling that hatps en-
weprencurs round out their
skills as executives.

Cheung Ho said she ad-
Imired the unity and work eth-
ic that Wells and his family
demonstrated when she visit-
ed the company, which is 225
miles northwest of the Twin
Cities. Wells is president and
CEO, and wife Carol was the
longtime office manager be-
fore stepping back to spend
time with grandchildren. Their
son, Andy Jr, is vice president
of operations, and daughter
Wendy is national marketing
manager.

“To see how ¢lose the fam-
dy is, how they all work to-
gether for the success of the
company, is very impressive,”
Cheung Ho said. Wells and
family members often greet
employees as they arrive each
morning or thank them as they
leave for the day.

“He appreciates his employ-
ecs just like he appreciates his
family," Cheung Ho said. While
many entrepreneurs look for
ways to give something back,
Wells has gone further than
most with Wells Academy. said
Edgardo Rodriguez. MEDA
business consultant who works
with Wells.

“He offers the youth in the
commuwuty a fulure,” Rodri-
guez saild. "He teaches a lot,
and he's constantly sharing his
knowledge.”

Wells 1aught shop class-
es for two decades al Bemidji
State University, where he re-
ceived a bachelor’s degree in
1966 and a master's degree in
1969, both in industrial 1ech-
nology.

Ajob at Polaris Industries in
Roseau captured his imagina-
tion. He began as a draftsman,

then designed one of the ear-
ly front-cngine snowmobiles.
“That’s where I saw manufac-
turing and was part of it and [
had tbat interest,” Wells said.
“As I was teaching, that was al}-
ways in ray mind. { wanied to
get into the real world and see
if I could be an entrepreneur.”

In 1985, he got a grant that
allowed him to leave teaching
for a year 1o take an internship
with rthe Magnetic Peripher-
als unit of Control Data Corp.
He designed some robotic sys-
tems that werc well-received,
angd stayed on as a part-time
consultant after he returned
to teaching.

He later took a leave from
Bemidji State and worked
fell time for Control Data un-
til the company folded in the
late 1980s.

Wells later consulted for the
Gold'n Plump poultry plamt
near St. Cloud, where he de-
veloped air-powered scissors
to replace manual ones he said
contributed to carpal tunnel
injuries among line employ-
ees. The scissors are one of

a half~dozen inventions that
Wells has patented.

Back in Bemidjj, Wells be-
gan hiring people to produce
the tools, and Wells Technol-
ogy was on its way.

In recent years, a partnér-
ship with Fastenal Co., the
huge Winona-based maker
of fasteners and other indus-
tral supplies, has contribut-
ed to Wells Technology's rap-
id growth. The companies are
working together under an
SBA-a2pproved mentor-proté-
gé program, with Fastenal pro-
viding business and technical
assistance to Wells.

Under Fastenal’s supply-
chain diversity program, Fas-
tenal nationally distributes
some Wells Technology prod-
ucts and Wells Technology is
a distributor of Fastenal prod-
ucts, said Donnalee Papen-
fuss, executive director of gov-
ernment and diversity affais
for Fastenal.

Fastenal also happens (o be
one of Wells Technology's big-
gest customers, buying more
than $600,000 worth of high-
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Andy Wells-"The ame and talents we have from our creator are gifts, When we use them to help other people .. that’s our gift back to our creator.”

WELLS TECHNOLOGY INC.

Business: Makes fasteners and other precision-rnachined
parts

Founded: 1990

Headquarters: Bemidji

Website: www.wellstech.com

Employees: 31

Executives: Andy Wells, president and CEO; Andy Wells jr.,
vice president of operations; Wendy Wells, national marketing
roanager

2006 revenue; 531 milion

Strategy: Grow business and gawn expertise through relation-
ship with Fastenal and MEDA's Pacesetter program; expand
apprenticeship program to include 12 students and rake 1t a
maodet for other companies to study.

precisicn machined parts and
fastencrs from its smaller part-
ner, Papenfuss said.

"We've had other protégés
in Lhe past, but Wells Technol-
ogy is by far our shining star,”
Papenfuss said. Both compa-
nies evolved out of mapufac-
turing fasteners and machined
parts. so they share an under-
standing of their customers.

The Fastenal conneciion
has helped Wells Technolo-
gy grow rapidly, with revenue

rising rom $1 million in 2004
10 $3) million last year. But the
soft-spoken Wells downplays
his company’s growth.

"My focus is not on the mon-
ey but on using the money to
make good things happen,”
Wells said.

Todd Nelson»s a freelance writer in
Woodbury. Ris e-mail address is
wadd_nclson@mac.com.



