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Since it opened its first plant in Milwaukee in 1905, Badger Meter Inc. has grown into a player on the global market, with manufacturing facilities in the United States, Mexico and Europe.

About 75 percent of Badger Meter's business in North America is in water meters, comprising about 25 percent of the market in the region. 

The remainder of its business is in industrial meters.

Badger Meter keeps its headquarters and research facilities in Milwaukee. The company builds its water meters in Milwaukee and at two other plants in Rio Roco, Ariz., and Nogales, Mexico.

The company was started by two German immigrants who had a machine shop in Milwaukee, after they designed and patented a water meter better able to stand up to the harsh Wisconsin winters.

The design is still used in most of the company's meters today.

However, that design was not the only thing legacy of Badger Meter's founders, said Richard Meeusen, the company's chairman of the board, president and chief executive officer.

"To us, ethics has been our cornerstone for the past 100 years," he said. "We have three guiding principles that we operate under: ethical behavior, respect for people and long-term management."

Those principles became apparent when the company did not need to make any changes to comply with the Public Company Accounting Reform and Investor Protection Act that signed into law in 2002 in response to high-profile corporate scandals.

"We've had an independent board since we went public, and we have had an ethics hotline," he said. "We were already doing all the things the new law dictated, because we felt it was the right thing to do."

Badger Meter's meticulous attention to ethical issues has caused it to walk away from business deals in the past, but it hasn't hurt the company in the long run, Meeusen said. Instead, it has strengthened the company's reputation as a firm that not only follows the letter of the law, but also walks on moral high ground.

An indicator of that, he said, is the long list of companies that do business with Badger Meter. The list includes companies like Honeywell and Johnson Controls Inc. 

"When we walk away from an opportunity, it is because of an ethical issue," Meeusen said. "And I believe that has made us a very successful company. Many large companies want to work with Badger because of our ethical reputation."

Relationships with those companies and Badger Meter's development of  new meters that work with radio-reading technology instead of manual reading have helped it to grow, Meeusen said.

From 1998 to the end of 2003, the company grew from 950 to 1,065 employees, and it constructed the largest flow lab in the United States in its Milwaukee plant.

Revenues have followed similar trends, growing from $140 million in 1998 to $185 million in 2003. 

"We will probably top $200 million this year," Meeusen said.

The company recently announced a partnership with Distribution Control Systems, Inc., a subsidiary of ESCO Technologies, for the joint development, marketing, sales and licensing of new radio frequency identification (RFID) technology. The new product will be used in the North American utility markets.

Meeusen said the company's ethical code is a huge component of its growth and continued strong reputation. He also gives the employees credit for both the company's success and its ethical reputation.

"We're very excited about being nominated for a Torch Award," he said. "It's a huge recognition for the company, but also the employees. It isn't a company thing. It's a people thing. The employees drive it."

-Eric Decker, Small Business Times
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