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Steelworkers build the skeleton of a plant at Essar Steel Minnesota’s new facility going up near Nashwauk.

$1.9 BILLION
BILL HANNA

MESABI DAILY NEWS

NASHWAUK — Madhu Vuppuluri’s 
$1.9 billion baby is growing up. 

And the Essar Mining Minnesota 
CEO is one proud papa watching 
the brand new taconite plant and its 
surroundings take shape while being 
formed as an 100 percent brand new 
greenfi eld venture.

“Yes, it’s absolutely my baby. I’ve 
been with it every step of the way 
from 2006. Every minute of my being 
has been working and thinking of this 
project,” Vuppuluri said.

The Essar site was the bad poster 
child symbolic of the economic 
devastation of the mid-1980s on the 
Range when Butler Taconite was shut-
tered in 1985.

Now it is cause for hope for an Iron 
Range once again beleagured by the 
fi ckle economic winds that repeatedly 
blow through mining areas.

“We are at a very heartening aspect 
of the project at this stage .... espe-
cially with what is happening in the 
neighborhood.

“We will do whatever we can to 

provide rays of sunshine in what oth-
erwise is a very gloomy marketplace. 
We do have the right spot here to 
help,” Vuppuluri said.

❏
There is good cause for the Essar 

CEO’s assessment of the current situ-
ation — both regarding the overall 
mining funk on the Range and also 
his company’s fl ourishing project 
and a planned second quarter 2016 
start-up of a new taconite plant in the 
region.

Essar’s work site is currently a very 
busy place, with more than 450 con-
struction workers putting their trade 
skills to good use and earning plenty 
of paychecks for their families and 
communities.

That effort is signifi ed by one of the 
largest cranes in the United States that 
towers over the construction site. The 
Manitowoc 16000 is doing a lot of 
heavy lifting at the site and can bear 
440 tons.

The crane is a heavy-duty story onto 
itself. Consider these statistics:

� It took 20 semi tractor-trailer 
loads to deliver the crane from Atlanta 

SEE ESSAR, PAGE 5

ESSAR STEEL MINNESOTA

PROJECT A RAY OF SUNSHINE

Essar Steel president Madhu Vuppuluri talks about the progress being made 
during a recent tour of the plant.
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450 CONSTRUCTION 

WORKERS ON SITE

A surveyor takes a reading from the top of an ore pile at Essar Steel.

A steelworker from NIE in Grand Rapids cuts a beam.

NIE Steel Fabricators are starting work on several of the smaller buildings at Essar 
Steel, in addition to making rapid progress on the facility’s main buildings.

Workers shape rebar.

More than 450 
construction 

workers on 
average are 

working on the 
Essar Steel
 site daily.

Fill rock is placed around an ore processing area.

Tons of steel 
are being 
assembled 
daily at the 
new Essar 
Steel site in 
Nashwauk.

The taconite 
plant is being 
built from the 

ground up. It is 
a 100 percent 

greenfi eld 
project.

MARK SAUER
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to assemble it on site.
� The crane is confi gured with 

137 feet of main boom and 137 
feet of luffi ng jib.

� It has 332,000 pounds of 
counterweight.

� The body of the crane 
weighs 143,000 pounds; its two 
tracks weigh a total of 144,000 
pounds.

“There’s a lot of action on 
the ground. The last few weeks 
there’s been a lot of construction 
going on.

“We have 455 construction 
workers and 110 of our own 
employees ... about one-third of 
what our staff will be. Every 

SEE ESSAR, PAGE 6

MARK SAUER/MESABI DAILY NEWS

Construction crews work on an ore holding area.

A truck hauls 
60 tons of 
taconite ore 
to be used as 
fi ll around a 
processing 
building.
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week we are hiring for 
the permanent rolls,” 
said Vuppuluri.

About 10 construction 
days were lost in January 
because of bitter cold, 
and another 10 in May 
due to continual rain 
conditions, Vuppuluri   
said.

“Now things are 
looking up. Construc-
tion workers are fully 
deployed. We now have 
the highest number 
since the start of the 
project,” he said.

The numbers tell a 
good story now for the 
India-based Essar project 
and a promising one for 
the near future:

� A $1.9 billion capi-
tal investment for the 
largest greenfi eld project 
(which means it will be 
all new and without us-
ing previous buildings or 
equipment).

� $1.3 billion already 
put into the venture.

� 600 to 800 workers 
expected to be em-
ployed at the site this 
year.

� Up to 350 perma-
nent workers when fully 
operational.

� Annual payroll pro-
jected at $25 million.

� 630 spin-off jobs.
� 7 million pellets 

produced each year.
� Ability to produce 

standard, fl uxed and 
direct reduced grade 
pellets.

� Once operational 
will spend $350 million 
per year in the region.

� Taxes of $170 mil-
lion to $180 million to 
be generated annually.

❏
Vuppuluri forcefully 

disputes critics who say 
Essar will add even more 
pellets to an already 
glutted marketplace and 
damage other Range 
taconite producers.

“We will not displace 
one single ton of pellets 
from Minnesota custom-
ers. And we will have 
one of the fi nest quality 
pellet plants anywhere 
in the world. It will be 
environmentally friend-
ly,” Vuppluuri said.

Essar already has con-
tracts in place that do 
not take business away 
from other Minnesota 
mines.

The CEO said the 
global steel and mining 
scene creates a chal-
lenging time.

“But it’s also exciting. 
You have to believe in 
what you’re doing,” he 
said.

Vuppuluri believes 
fully in the project that 
will exceed $2 billion 
once it’s operational on 
Minnesota’s Iron Range 
landscape. And he is do-
ing everything he can to 
make sure it succeeds.

“These jobs are impor-

tant to people and their 
families. This is a con-
tinuous pursuit for me. I 
work non-stop on this. I 

haven’t taken a vacation 
in the last seven years.

“When I go home to 
India on some week-

ends I visit banks and 
then visit my 90-year-
old mother on Sundays. 
Then I’m back at work 

on the project,” Vuppu-
luri said. 

MINE

ESSAR MINNESOTA NASHWAUK PROJECT:

 Projected mine life of 70-80 years
 $1.9 billion capital investment in our region. 
 Largest Green  eld Project in North  America.
 More than $1.3 billion invested to date.
 Hundreds of local construction workers engaged at the site and expected to continue

 over the next year, with 600 to 800 construction workers expected to be working on
 the project during 2015 construction season.

 Up to 350 full-time employees when fully operational. 
 Anticipated that production and delivery of pellets will be accomplished and will 

 commence in the second calendar quarter of 2016. 
 Projected annual payroll of more than $25 million. Wage and bene  t package on par

 with that of other area mining companies.
 Additionally, the region will bene  t from 630 spin-off jobs.
 Total of 15 construction companies awarded 50 construction packages worth 

 hundreds of millions of dollars.
 Will produce 7 million tons of pellets annually. Unique capability to produce standard, 

  uxed and direct reduced grade pellets.
 Operating at full production capacity, substantial economic engine with spending of

 more than $350 million per year in the region (excluding taconite tax and other
 taxes).

 Taconite mine and pellet plant operation is expected to generate $170 to $180 million
 in new annual tax revenues for the State of Minnesota.

* Source: UMD Labovitz School.

MARK SAUER/MESABI DAILY NEWS

Crews begin some foundation work at Essar.
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FROM MINERS TO MOTHERS

SIM Supply survives 
by diversifying

KELLY GRINSTEINNER

HIBBING DAILY TRIBUNE

HIBBING — For more than 30 years 
now — and through fi ve downturns 
in the mining industry  — SIM Supply 
has thrived.

And even today, as the layoff an-
nouncements keep coming, the 
Hibbing-based business that set its 
roots in servicing the mining industry 
continues to grow.

“There is no one key to our suc-
cess,” said President Ron Smith. “It 
starts the old-fashioned way — by 
hiring good people and giving them a 
positive work environment. We em-
power them to 
make decisions, 
which keeps us 
adaptable and 
relevant.”

Yet, there’s 
more.  

“We also cross-train our staff using 
the latest technology which encour-
ages new ideas, and inspires them to 
exceed the high expectations of our 
customers,” said Smith.

Yet, there’s one key to the business’ 
survival — diversifi cation. 

The supply company that began 
with area mines and paper mills as 
their sole customers now does busi-
ness across the globe.

“We diversifi ed into an e-commerce 
business, which is a different division, 
and it really made a difference in our 
company,” said Smith.   

Yet again, there’s more.
SIM Supply diversifi ed its industrial 

business by servicing more markets 
related to education, health care, 
manufacturing, government and food 
service as well as diversifi ed its online 
business from just having simsupply.
com, to selling on Amazon, eBay, 
Walmart, Sears, Rakuten and New-
Egg.

“Our growth in the last fi ve years is 
trending higher than the economy,” 
said Joe Caldwell, the company’s e-
commerce manager. “We did this by 
making our primary goal to make SIM 
Supply more resistant to recessions 
and industry specifi c downturns.”

❏
SIM Supply, Inc. began in March 

1983 in a cozy brick building in the 
Brooklyn area. Jerry and Elaine An-
derson, of Hibbing, and Dennis and 
Bernie Mohney, of Virginia, started 
the supply company.

The foursome pulled in sales of 
$386,000 during the fi rst year of 
business. Smith joined the company 
in 1984 as an outside salesman, after 
having spent six years as an industrial 
distributor at Lakeshore Mining.

“They (the owners) basically pulled 
out a map of Minnesota and said, 
‘this is your territory,’” Smith recalled. 
“At that time, we did it all and wore a 

lot of hats.”
The business steadily built its repu-

tation on strong customer service.
“We were bird dogs,” said Smith. 

“We were the ones who would fi nd 
the things that people had a hard 
time fi nding. We built from there, and 
worked to solve people’s problems. 
That’s still part of our philosophy to 
this day. The only difference is now 
we know better what our customers 
want and where to get it.”

For the next decade, Smith con-
tinued in sales while also familiar-
izing himself with all aspects of the 
business. In that time, SIM Supply 
had moved into another location in 

Brooklyn, 
increased its 
number of 
employees 
and gained 
customers.

“As our customer base diversifi ed, 
our demands also increased,” said 
Smith. “We went from peddling seven 
or eight lines to more than 25,000 
products.”

In 1994, Anderson retired, giving 
Smith the option to purchase his share 
of the company. At that time, SIM 
Supply had eight employees — in-
cluding Smith.

For the next four years, Mohney, 
Smith and company worked hard to 
carve a bigger niche for SIM Supply. 
Smith said that’s when they began 
thinking outside of the box and really 
trying to diversify.

In 1998, Mohney left the business 
to Smith. 

The business world began to 
change then, and Smith said he began 
to realize the potential of the busi-
ness.

“Technology started kicking in and 
more money was spent on employees 
training and new systems,” he said. 
“We started looking to service bigger 
companies and different markets.”

SIM Supply was about 70 percent 
dependent on the mining industry 
then. It was also then that the mines 
opted to consolidate their suppliers.

“We worked to become a single-
source supplier to the mines,” he said. 
“We either had to participate or be 
left behind. Being able to do that and 
competing with much larger compa-
nies is a testament to our people and 
our business.”

Their efforts were rewarded in 
2000 when the company was named 
Cleveland Cliffs’ supplier of the year, 
having provided for the three Min-
nesota-based mines, which includes 
Hibbing Taconite, United Taconite 
and North Shore Mining.

SIM Supply moved to the North 
Hibbing Industrial Park in late 1999. 
The former location wasn’t quite large 
enough to handle the expanding 
business. The company was also at 

its highest number of employees then 
with 18.

❏
Then the global economy took a 

turn for the worse, partially as the re-

sult of the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 
2001. The closure of LTV and several 
area mines declaring bankruptcy soon 
thereafter also had a major impact on 

SEE SIM, PAGE 8

VENDORS

SUBMITTED

SIM Supply’s facility, which features a showroom, warehouse and offi ces, is located in the North Hibbing Industrial Park.

“There is no one key to our success.”

President Ron Smith
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the business.
With demands at an 

all-time low, a few em-
ployees had to be let go. 
Smith said he made a 
consorted effort to retain 
those he could, but the 
number of employees 
dropped to 13.

“My philosophy was to 
deal with it right away, 
or ignore it and lose two 
or three quality people,” 
he said, adding each 
employee was spoken 
with one-on-one about 
the company’s situation. 
“Those were some tough 
times, and lots of sacri-
fi ces were made.” 

Smith noted that em-
ployees went home with 
less pay for the same 
amount of hours for 
about four months.

“We were able to 
weather it (the down-
turn) by staying posi-
tive,” he said. “We’re 
the type of people that 
look at the glass as half 
full. Everybody knew 
where they stood and 
still looked forward to 
coming to work. Com-
munication really makes 
a big difference.”

Shortly thereafter, the 
number of employees at 
SIM Supply once again 
grew to 15. The need 
for more workers was 
partially in response to 
Smith’s plans to diversify 
and break into new mar-
kets, as he wasn’t about 
to wait for the economy 
to turn itself around.

In 2003, SIM Supply 
converted just less than 

2,000 square feet of its 
North Hibbing loca-
tion into a display room 
for the company’s new 
rental equipment and 
supply business.

“We’re here to not 
only service the big 
guys, but to service the 
little guys as well,” said 
Smith. “Our philosophy 
is to offer new equip-
ment that is dependable 
and of high quality. 
We want to assist those 
do-it-yourselfers and 
contractors, especially 
with specifi c jobs.”

Sales in the rental 
center accounted for 
only 5 percent of the 
business’s profi ts in its 
fi rst year. In 2004, rental 
sales jumped to about 7 
percent, thanks in part 
to the weather.

SIM Supply also hired 
more personnel to 
penetrate the food and 
restaurant sectors. 

“We used what we 
had learned from the 
mining industry and 
applied it to others,” he 
said. 

In addition to mining, 
major customers had 
grown to include con-
struction, municipali-
ties, health and wood 
product plants, among 
others. 

It was in 2005 that 
the company was about 
40 to 45 percent mine 
dependent — yet still 
looking to diversify.

E-commerce — put-
ting a stronger focus on 
the website and its capa-
bilities — was next.

“The major difference 
between us and our 
competition is our abil-

ity to be fl exible,” said 
Smith. “We will do what 
we have to. Change is 
inevitable.”

❏
Enter Joe Caldwell. 

He was a distributor 
working with SIM Sup-
ply, until Smith decide 
to hire him to work for 
SIM Supply. “The main 
reason I was brought 
on was to diversify the 
company by starting 
another division or de-
partment that ultimately 
would bring in money 
from outside the local 
economy,” he said.

Hence, the company’s 
e-commerce division 
was born.

They began selling 
through the company 
website. While it worked 
well for a time, Caldwell 
said they came to realize 
that they needed 

SEE SIM, PAGE 9

SUBMITTED

A snapshot of SIM Supply’s showroom at its North Hibbing Industrial Park location.

Mike Troop, inside 
sales manager for 
SIM Supply, reacts 
to response from a 
customer.

KELLY GRINSTEINNER/

HIBBING DAILY TRIBUNE
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to diversify outside of 
their own website. That’s 
when they reached out 
to other sites, and began 
selling on other sites 
such as Amazon, eBay 
and others.

“Our goal was to 
have revenue com-
ing in from a bunch of 
different streams, so as 
to not have to rely on 
industrial factors, such 
as downturns in the 
economy and layoffs,” 
said Caldwell. 

The number of in-
dustries served also 
increased, as did the 
number of products of-
fered.

“We diversifi ed both 
sides of the business,” he 
said. “That has resulted 
in the addition of fi ve 
employees since 2005, 
growth as a company by 
30 percent and the ad-
dition of a new division 
— which today accounts 
for about 50 percent of 
the company.”

And that revenue, 
Caldwell noted, is com-
ing from places all over 
the United States and 
several other countries.

“Now our customers 
are anyone with money,” 
he joked. 

Today, SIM Supply has 
18 employees — tying 
its peak employment 
level — and has a sec-
ond location in Mar-
quette, Mich., based on 
the needs of customers 
in that area. Two of the 
company’s employees 
are located out of state. 

“It’s a different world 
now,” said Smith. “It just 
shows that you don’t 
have to be in Hibbing 
to work for a business 
here.” 

Smith also pointed 
out how just a matter of 
years ago SIM Supply 
was a 7 a.m. to 4 p.m. 
Monday through Friday 
company, but it now 
does business 24 hours a 
day, seven days a week 
and 365 days a year.

“We offer a lot more 
than people think and 
at what I believe is a 
fair price,” he said. “We 
have over 90,000 SKUs 
that offer free shipping 
right to your door. The 
days of having to go to 
SIM Supply and pick it 
up no longer exists and 
is no longer necessary. 
It’s all on your schedule 
— not ours.”

The volume of online, 
direct-to-consumer 
products is ever increas-
ing. Products range from 
home and garden, or-
ganizational and offi ce, 
housewares and sea-
sonal to outdoor, camp-
ing and recreation items 

and pets supplies and 
children’s toys. Today, 
through various mar-
ketplaces, SIM Supply 
offers 900,000 SKUs. 

❏
SIM Supply has also 

expanded its e-com-
merce and marketing to 
social media. The com-
pany has both a Face-
book and Pinterest page 
to share ideas, projects 
and tips.

“We’ve found it to be 
a great way to interact 
with, particularly, the 
female market, whom 
we hadn’t previously 
engaged,” said Angie 
Williams, SIM Supply’s 
social media manager. 
“Our Facebook fans 
are approximately 75 
percent women and 25 
percent men.”

And 80 percent of 
those on Pinterest are 
women. As a project-
oriented site, SIM Supply 
become a key source for 
project-related items.

“We went from pri-
marily industrial and 
commercial to tapping 
this new female demo-
graphic. We found there 
was a niche for this,” 
said Smith. “Here prod-
ucts are needed that we 
carry and our subcon-
tractors already have, 
so we’ve targeted our 
marketing to that focus 
group. A lot of women 
in the world today are 
doing their own proj-
ects and are in charge 
of home maintenance. 
We found a customer 
that we didn’t expect to 
fi nd.”

One thing that hasn’t 
changed is SIM Supply’s 
strong belief in provid-
ing top-notch customer 
service. 

“One thing with other 
sites is that you never 
talk to a human. The 
biggest complaint in 
this type of business is 
that there’s not a person 
answering the phone 
when a customer has a 
question or an issue,” 
said Smith. “… But 
that’s what sets us apart. 
We put the customer 
fi rst. When you have 
a mother who bought 
something online and 
needs some help, we are 
the fi rst one to answer 
and take care of that 
customer. We’re a little 
more human.”

Caldwell concurred.
“Having a number, 

a person to call that 
actually speaks has an 
incredible impact,” 
he said. “We have an 
old-fashion approach. 
People are surprised to 
hear an actual ‘hello.’ 
… As much as we love 
other sites, like Amazon, 
this is an area where we 
are better.”

And it’s reviews on 
sites, like Amazon, 
where SIM Supply 
gauges customer satis-
faction. 

“It is our biggest 
source of feedback, and 
let’s us know how we 
are doing as a compa-
ny,” said Caldwell. “To 
have a high rating is dif-
fi cult. You have to have 
good staff and be willing 
to work hard.”

Smith said the feed-
back and the stories he 
hears of how his busi-
ness has impacted lives 
makes the hard work 
and risks worth it.

“It’s very rewarding to 
hear the success sto-
ries — how a person’s 
garden came out or how 

we helped someone in 
planning their wedding,” 
he said. “We get a lot 
of calls from customers 
thanking us, and many 
have since become loyal 
customers. All people 
want is someone who 
cares.”

That personal ser-
vice has led custom-
ers to abandon certain 
e-commerce sites and 
buy directly from SIM 
Supply.

“The marketplace has 
changed,” said Smith. 
“There’s a new way to 
shop local. We’re also 
adjusting to the differ-
ent generations and the 
trends.” 

❏
Mining, however, is 

still vital to the ever-
evolving company. 

“Mining will always 
be important to us,” said 
Smith. “It’s the reason 
we live here. We have 
families here, and know 
the people here. We are 
invested, and are not go-
ing away.”

Smith noted that it 
accounts for roughly 
50 percent of business 
today. Yet, in light of the 
current downturn, that 
percentage may wane 
further into the year.

“We’ve been able to 
continue to grow the 
commercial and indus-
trial side of the business. 
SIM Supply wouldn’t ex-
ist if it were not for them 
and based where it is,” 
said Caldwell. “Given 
the cycles of the mining 
and industrial side, we 
would have struggled a 

lot more had the e-com-
merce not been there. … 
The mining, industrial, 
commercial side has 
allowed us to stay where 
we are, and the e-com-
merce has enabled us to 
grow.”

And as they continue 
to look ahead and look 
for new ways to diversi-
fy, SIM Supply will never 
stray from its roots.  

“Our message to the 
mining community is 
that we are still com-
mitted to it,” said Smith. 
“It’s about people. We 
have family and friends 
that are going through 
tough times, and we can 
help by keeping people 
employed — that’s what 
we do.”

SUBMITTED

Hundreds of items are ready for shipping in SIM Supply’s warehouse. The business offers tools, janitorial items, offi ce supplies, paper 
products, safety gear and much, much more.
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DAVE

LISLEGARD
Aurora City Councilor

It is critical that
we stay united

It’s well known that mining is a way 
of life on the Iron Range and that the 
history and traditions of our region 
run as deep as the minerals under our 
feet. We’re proud of our heritage be-
cause in order to know where we are 
going in the future, we need to know 
about the past.

I was a 27-year-old father and third 
generation miner when LTV Steel 
closed its doors in 2001. As I refl ect 
on the journey my life has taken since 
the closure, I can say with all honesty 
that I didn’t fully understand how 
much this change would impact my 
family and my community. 

Though it’s been a long road with 
plenty of bumps along the way, I’ve 
gained a greater appreciation for how 
all mining positively impacts our way 
of life. Over time, our determination 

has remained strong to keep our rich 
history alive, and we continue to 
mine responsibly and ensure there are 
good-paying jobs for the future gen-
erations of workers here on the Range 
— our children and grandchildren.

My oldest daughter was in third 
grade when the LTV plant closed. Fast 
forward 14 years and she has graduat-
ed from a technical college as a heavy 
equipment operator with a dream of 
coming home to the Mesabi Range to 
work and raise her family. 

But as a councilman for the city of 
Aurora, a community still struggling 
from the LTV plant closure, I under-
stand the challenges that face my 
children as they consider their futures 
— these are the very same challenges 
that are currently before our region 

SEE UNITED, PAGE 11

MARK SAUER/MESABI DAILY NEWS

Dave Lislegard poses inside a rail building at the former LTV plant in Hoyt Lakes. With the promise of Polymet 
Lislegard sees a “light at the end of the tunnel” for the region.
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as a whole. To watch the fear and 
uncertainty land on the doorsteps of 
hundreds of families, businesses and 
small cities across this region is a 
strong reminder of what we are fi ght-
ing for — our way of life.

Mining, the lifeblood of our com-
munities, is currently being threat-
ened on many fronts. We’ve seen 
countless “jobs vs. environment” 
stories, all of which have become 
trite and tired. I can tell you without 
hesitation that we need to embrace 
opportunities when they come be-
fore us. 

We on the Iron Range have been 
advocating for mining through the 
ups and downs for generations and 
we support all responsible min-
ing. We’ve been engaged for a very 
long time and we must continue to 
be engaged in this current fi ght for 
mining, because if mining — the 
main economic engine of our region 
— fails, so do our communities. We 
need to focus on the tremendous 
potential for diversifi cation on the 
Range through all mining-related op-
portunities.

As the mining industry evolves, I 
continue to support our way of life 
through my business relations role at 
Lakehead Constructors, a large heavy 
industrial contractor. I’m proud to 
work for a company that is commit-
ted to northeastern Minnesota and 
that understands mining’s importance 
to the region. 

I’m also a board member for Jobs 
for Minnesotans, a consortium of 
businesses and labor groups state-
wide that initially joined forces in 
support of copper-nickel mining on 
the Range, but has morphed into a 
potent statewide force supporting 
Enbridge and other broader job-cre-
ating endeavors. We are excited for 
the opportunity we have to advocate, 
educate and inform others through 
Jobs for Minnesotans. 

But this isn’t about any one person, 
company, organization or commu-
nity — this issue depends on our 
ability to work together as a region 

to advance our economic future. 
One of the true strengths of the Iron 
Range is its people and their tenacity 
never to give up. We have had some 
successes at the state Legislature 
this year and it has been powerful 
to watch business, labor, communi-
ties and government leaders come 
together in unity and speak with one 
voice. We need even more of that.

As PolyMet Mining is going 
through the last phases of the en-
vironmental review process before 
permitting and operation, it is critical 
that this region stays united. We must 
be resilient to shape the future of our 
communities for our families. We 
cannot afford to be apathetic — we 
must continue to engage with our 
neighbors and community leaders on 
a regional level. 

PolyMet represents a rebirth for 
the region and the idle LTV Steel 
plant plays a key role in this awaken-
ing. The same facilities where I, as a 
young father, had dreams of spend-
ing my career to support my family 
will be refurbished. These facilities 
will be brought back to life and have 
the ability to put people to work, in-
cluding perhaps my daughter, either 
directly or indirectly through mining. 

With PolyMet and other mining 
projects, there is light at the end of 
the tunnel.

We are literally standing on top of 
the biggest economic opportunity 
our region has ever seen. The Duluth 
Complex, where the PolyMet de-
posit and other mining ventures are 
focused, is one of the world’s largest 
untapped resources of copper-nickel 
and platinum group metals in the 
world. These are metals that are criti-
cal to our national security and green 
energy, and are essential for our 
modern lifestyles. There is hope for 
our region and we have the power, 
strength and excitement to bring this 
new opportunity to life.

❏
Dave Lislegard is an Aurora city 

councilor. He works at Lakehead 
Constructors and is involved with 
the group Jobs for Minnesotans.

MARK SAUER FILE/MESABI DAILY NEWS

Hailey Lislegard holds a stack of letters she and her classmates wrote to 
Sen. Paul Wellstone in January 2002 shortly after LTV in Hoyt Lakes closed. 
Hailey and her classmates asked Wellstone to help their community. Posing 
with Hailey are Sen. Wellstone and state Sen. Dave Tomassoni.

GUEST COLUMNGUEST COLUMN

BUD STONE
Grand Rapids 

Area Chamber

of Commerce 

President

TACONITE

TIMBER

TOURISM
We’ve heard about the “Three T’s” 

for a long time. But, just what did 
they look like in the past? Before the 
fi rst taconite plant was built, iron ore 
was shipped in a “raw” state.  

Technology has allowed us now to 
ship a “value added” product called 
taconite. Future technology will 
change the industry again when we 
start to ship steel and mine precious 
metals. 

The timber industry has also 
changed. For many years it was fi re-
wood, paper and lumber. 

Today, technology allows us to look 
forward to the “bio-chemical” world. 
The technology available in today’s 
world will allow us to convert wood 
cellulose into many of the products 
now made with petroleum products, 
like solvents, gasoline, diesel fuel and 
plastics. 

Tourism has also evolved from the 
“Guys Gone Fishing” era to the family 
vacation.  

From the Chamber of Commerce’s 
point of view, these “Three T’s” are 

the engine that runs northern Min-
nesota.  

The mining industries, while some-
times an economic bouncing ball, 
have supported northern Minnesota 
for more than 100 years providing 
jobs and economic growth.  

The timber industries also support 
the economy and jobs and provide 
the revenue to manage our forests for 
health and recreation. 

Our forests, if managed properly, 
not only provide the raw materials 
we need for industry, but they also 
sequester an enormous amount of 
carbon and provide the water sheds 
that keep our lakes and rivers clean 
for our residents and our tourists.  

Hand in hand we go with our 
“Three T’s” into the future.  

The next time you are looking for 
something to do, take a mine tour, go 
for a walk in the forest or watch the 
sun set over one of our thousands of 
waterways. 

Northern Minnesota is a great place 
to live and visit.
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JPJ ENGINEERING 

CONTINUES TO GROW

MUNICIPALITIES, MINES 
MAKE COMPANY TICK

BRIAN AROLA

HIBBING DAILY TRIBUNE

HIBBING — From Essar Steel Min-
nesota LLC to Mining Resources, 
Hibbing’s JPJ Engineering has been 
involved in site development or land 
surveying for many of the mining op-
erations that dot the Iron Range.

The consulting fi rm just opened in 
2011, but JPJ President John Jamnick’s 
experience in the engineering fi eld 
stretches back decades. 

The experience, along with a loyal 
staff, has resulted in what’s become 
a diversifi ed business well primed to 
make it through mining downturns.

A majority of JPJ’s clients are public 
entities, so while the mining the min-
ing industry touches JPJ like so many 
other businesses in the area, it doesn’t 
cripple them.

The company has growth plans for 
the next fi ve years, Jamnick said, and 
advanced technology that JPJ offers 
will play a major role.

Among the tools currently at the 
company’s disposal is 3D laser scan-
ning capabilities. The process adds 
another dimension to land survey-
ing, giving builders a detailed look 
at a building’s conditions before it’s 
completed. 

The computer-aided design (CAD) 
drawings produced from 3D laser 
scanning can even show duct work 
in the ceilings of a building set to be 
built.

“It’s hard to do that traditionally as 
a land surveyor,” Jamnick said. “But 
with 3D laser scanning, we survey it 
and then create the CAD drawings.”

Land surveying is one of several 
services that JPJ offers, and 3D laser 
scanning makes the process quicker 
for clients. 

JPJ’s work goes far beyond 3D scan-
ning. For a recent Essar project, staff 
worked with the City of Nashwauk on 
site development and utility improve-
ment. 

It was an example of a public/

private project because the City of 
Nashwauk was tasked with extending 
utilities to the steel operation. That’s 
where JPJ came in.

“We worked mostly with the City of 
Nashwauk because they provide wa-
ter, sewer and electric to Essar Steel 
as part of the public infrastructure that 
was put in there,” Jamnick said.

JPJ balances clients in either the 
public or private realm. Municipali-
ties from Ely to Cass Lake, Minn., or 
Minneapolis to north Wisconsin have 
received help from the fi rm in one 
form or another. 

On the Iron Range, JPJ also worked 
with Mining Resources, where they 
surveyed a tailings basin with a bathy-
metric device. The process requires 
rowing out to the middle of the pit 
to collect readings on the depth and 
shape under water. Following that 
procedure, the mine knew exactly the 
volume they had, along with how big 
the pile of concentrate was. 

Seeing diversifi ed mining com-
panies, like Mining Resources, left 
Jamnick optimistic that the industry 
can bounce back in due time. De-
spite idles, he said it’s just a matter of 
weathering the storm like the area has 
done so many other times.

“We’ve always seen the ups and 
downs,” he said. “So I’m optimistic 
it’s going to turn around or continue 
to diversify itself like it seems like it 
is with Mining Resources, PolyMet, 
Magnetation.” 

While the mining industry diversi-
fi es, JPJ plans to keep itself high on 
the list of fi rms to work with. A move 
into new headquarters on Grant 
Street in Hibbing was completed in 
December and the company plans 
to continue to promote its 3D laser 
capabilities. 

“Our goal is to grow, and we want 
to expand our 3D laser scanning 
business some more,” Jamnick said. 
“We got into it a year and a half ago 
maybe, and we just want to be able to 
do more of that.”

To successfully push the scanning 
aspect of the business, JPJ will have to 
inform clients on the benefi ts of the 
process, said Cheryl Hanegmon, mar-
keting director for JPJ Engineering.

“I don’t think people know about it 
until you educate them on how easy 
it makes your job,” she said.

As more people learn, Jamnick 

said he hopes people come to see JPJ 
as a local company with dedicated 
staff that cares about the Iron Range’s 
future.

“We’ve got a staff of engineers, land 
surveyors and support people who 
live on the Iron Range,” he said. “… 
We consider ourselves local.”

BRIAN AROLA/HIBBING DAILY TRIBUNE

The exterior of JPJ’s new building as seen from Grant Street in Hibbing.

John Jamnick, 
president of JPJ 
Engineering, 
poses next 
to the logo 
inside the 
consulting 
fi rm’s new 
offi ce on 
Grant Street 
in Hibbing.
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RESILIENT RANGE

Families cope with ups 
and downs and

uncertainty of mining life

The economic landscape of the Iron Range has been built for more 
than a century on the often shifting mining good and bad times.
Downturns can hit and hit hard, dealing a cruel blow to workers, 
their families and communities. And businesses that supply the region’s 
No. 1 industry are rocked, too.
But Iron Rangers are a hardy bunch. They know how to take a punch, 
get back up, shake off the sting and then counter-punch with vigor.
Rangers do that well, in great part because that’s the history, tradition 
and character of the people that has been passed on from generation 
to generation to generation to .....
We are now in yet another downturn and that resiliency is once 
again being tested. We will pass this test, too.
In the next several pages of MINE VII, stories depict just how people on 
the Iron Range are coping and rising to the challenge.

Bill Hanna
Mesabi Daily News
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‘WE ARE MINER 

STRONG’
Mesabi Nugget layoff

forces lifestyle change
ANGIE RIEBE

MESABI DAILY NEWS

HIBBING — Eleven-
year-old Angelina Allen 
smiles sweetly as custom-
ers approach the yellow-
and-pink-striped wooden 
lemonade stand in front of 
her Hibbing home.

Along with cups of the 
cold beverage, the soon-
to-be-sixth grader has 
a display of handmade 
bracelets and magnets for 
sale, along with cookies 
and a donation can, where 
patrons can give to a char-
ity for children who have 
cancer.

But Angelina’s stand — 
complete with a price list 
written on an oval chalk-
board hung with ribbon 
— is not just an ordinary 
childhood lemonade 
venture.

Although she has wanted 
a stand for years, this 
summer Angelina insisted 
it was time to go into busi-
ness.

This summer it was more 
important than ever — 
because her dad no longer 
has a job.

The 11-year-old, plain 
and simple, wanted to 
“help out.”

The child’s willingness 
to assist with the family’s 
fi nances has touched the 
hearts of her parents — 
dad, Paul Allen, and mom, 
Ryan Roberts.

 “I don’t think I’ve ever 
been more proud of her,” 
Roberts said on a recent 
day at the family’s home. 
When there’s a layoff in 
a household, it affects 
everyone — children in-
cluded — and Roberts and 
Allen know there are also 
many other families out 
there hurting with more 
than 1,000 workers at area 
mines losing their jobs 
through layoffs this year.

 “This is the new norm,” 
said Allen, who was among 
about 200 employees who 
were laid off last month 
when the Mesabi Nugget 
iron plant in Hoyt Lakes 
and the Mining Resources 
iron concentrate plant in 
Chisholm were idled.

How a person reacts to 
the situation is about all 
that can be controlled, 
and Allen and Roberts are 
working to join forces as 
a family and reach out to 
others facing the diffi cul-
ties of job loss.

❏
May 26 was a distress-

ing day for employees 
of Mesabi Nugget and 
Mining Resources, when 
the Indiana-based parent 
company, Steel Dynamics 
Inc., announced declining 
prices in pig iron, which 
is the end product of the 
operations, was prompting 
a minimum two-year idle.

“It was a huge shock,” 
said Allen, who had been 
at Mesabi Nugget for 
fi ve years, working most 
recently as a fi rst helper in 
charge of the control room 
computers that ran and 
monitored the machinery 
and pumps and valves.

It was not that em-
ployees did not think 
something could hap-
pen, especially with the 
illegally subsidized foreign 
steel imports, low iron ore 
prices and recent layoffs at 
other area mining facilities, 
including at Magnetation 
Inc., on the west Range, 
Keetac in Kewatin, and 
Minntac in Mountain Iron.

But most expected may-
be a one-year closure, not 
two years or more, with 
no guarantee of operations 
ever reopening, he said.

“We have a very anti-
industry government,” said 
Allen, adding that it was 
costing big bucks every 

month “just to keep every-
body working” at Mesabi 
Nugget.

Mesabi Nugget, which 
opened in late 2009 and 
is partially owned by 
Japan-based Kobe Steel, 
was a pioneering initiative 
in the state to turn iron 
ore concentrate recovered 
from old mining sites into 
97 percent pure “pig iron” 
nuggets using an inno-
vative direct-reduction 
process. Mining Resources 
had been a joint venture 
with Magnetation, using 
patented technology to re-
cover the ore tailings from 
mining waste sites.

Magnetation had about 
40 layoffs early in the year, 
with all but a handful of 
those workers quickly 
fi nding employment. While 
the company had to fi le 
for Chapter 11 bankruptcy 
about two months ago, 
Magnetation remains in 
operation and did not lay 
off any additional employ-
ees.

Mesabi Nugget and 
Mining Resources workers 
learned of the shut-down 
and layoffs at their plants 
at a meeting at the Moun-
tain Iron City Hall, and 
Allen said everyone was 
“very shocked.” He recalls 
looking around the room at 
the faces of “people I love 
and care deeply for” and 
thinking, “I know it won’t 
be easy for them” — es-
pecially those with several 
children.

The Mesabi Nugget crew 
“was a lot like a family,” 
he said. “From the guy on 
the fl oor to the engineers 
to management, it was a 
good group,” he said, add-
ing that he felt comfortable 
walking into the general 
manager’s offi ce to talk.

“When I came home 
(from the meeting) I told 
Ryan what happened. We 

sat and talked about it,” he 
said.

They did not want to 
lose the house they only 
recently moved into, and 
the couple wasted no time 
coming up with a plan. 
First on the agenda was 
fi guring out how to “cut 
back” on expenses, from 
rearranging the grocery list 
to transferring to a less-
pricey cell phone com-
pany.

But they struggled with 
how to tell their daughter 
that some of her activities 
would have to be trimmed 
— particularly the martial 
arts she has practiced for 
several years.

Upon learning the news 
after school, Angelina 
provided her parents with 
an immediate, selfl ess 
response.

“Instead of saying, ‘That’s 
not fair’ or ‘I don’t want to 

quit martial arts,’ she told 
us, ‘That’s OK, Mama and 
Daddy, I can just use what 
I’ve already learned and 
train at home.’ And then 
she went one step further 
and said, ‘I can do a lem-
onade stand this summer 
to help out,’” Roberts said. 

“I don’t think they are 
going to let me give them 
the money,” Angelina said 
on this recent day.

And she’s correct.
“We are going to let her 

keep the money,” said her 
mom.

But the family has 
always been generous with 
donating to charities, and 
that’s another thing that 
is troubling, Roberts said. 
“We can’t give as much 
now. But we can donate 
time.”

However, Angelina 
has part of that covered. 
In addition to collecting 

donations from customers 
for the foundation to help 
children who have cancer, 
the 11-year-old is giving a 
portion of her lemonade 
sales to the charity as well.

❏
“We will be OK,” Allen 

said. The family is lucky to 
have been previously smart 
fi nancially — living within 
their means and not put-
ting too much on credit. 

“Others are hurting more 
than us,” Roberts said. “We 
are concerned about them 
— and the community as a 
whole. ... Business owners 
are hurting, too.”

“There has always been 
a ripple effect” when 
mining declines, Allen 
said. And “SUB-pay and 
unemployment only lasts 
so long.”

Mesabi Nugget workers 
were given 60 days 

SEE LAYOFF, PAGE 15

MARK SAUER/MESABI DAILY NEWS

Ryan Roberts, Paul Allen, their daughter, Angelina, and dog, Rorie, are pictured at the family’s Hibbing home. The family is coping with its “new norm” after Allen 
was among about 200 employees laid off when the Mesabi Nugget and Mining Resources plants were idled last month.
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LAYOFF
FROM PAGE 14

“W.A.R.N. notice pay” 
with benefi ts and sever-
ance pay of one week 
per year worked at the 
company, he said. Em-
ployees entitled to Worker 
Adjustment and Retraining 
Notifi cation Act notice of 
60 days prior to a mass 
layoff are provided with 
W.A.R.N. pay for the pe-
riod of violation.

However, contributing 
to Angelina’s college fund 
will now be more diffi cult, 
a scholarship she would 
have one day received 
from the company is no 
longer promised, and fi nd-
ing health insurance once 
temporary benefi ts run out 
is yet a dilemma for the 
family.

But, “everything happens 
for a reason,” said Allen, a 
Gilbert native. “We lost a 
job, but gained strength.”

“We are stronger as a 
family,” said Roberts, who 
is familiar with what it 
means to survive after a 
mining layoff.

When she was 6 years 
old, her dad was laid off 
from a mine in Indiana, 
and her family moved to 
the Iron Range, where her 
dad found work at L&M 
and her mom was em-
ployed as a nurse. 

“We will make it through 
it,” Roberts said. “We are 
miner strong.”

“There are a lot of down-
sides” to the job loss, Allen 
said. Mesabi Nugget “paid 
very well.”

But the work also en-
tailed 12-hour shifts and 
15 hours per day away 
from home, including 
commuting. “I’d leave just 
after 5 (a.m.) and not get 
back until after 8 at night,” 
he said. 

He now has the summer 
to spend with his fam-
ily and to assist with his 

daughter’s lemonade stand. 
“I can be out there with 
her,” Allen said.

He also will have more 
time to hone his passion 
for writing. Allen said he 
just fi nished a fi ctional 
book he’s been working on 
for many years and is start-
ing another one. 

And he hopes to pursue 
a college degree.

Trade Adjustment As-
sistance has been fi led for 
Mesabi Nugget and Mining 
Resources employees, and 
the federal program — 
which provides workers 
who have lost jobs, as the 
result of foreign trade, with 
opportunities to obtain 
skills to become reem-
ployed — would pay for 
two years of schooling.

“I believe you work for 
what you get,” Allen said. 

While he is still hopeful 
Mesabi Nugget will one 
day reopen — “there’s a 
huge investment there” — 
he and Roberts are also 
considering the closure “a 
blessing.”

“Everything is unsure. 
But I get to pursue my 
dreams and my goals,” Al-
len said.

❏
In the meantime, Allen 

and Roberts are doing what 
they can to help others.

Allen started a Facebook 
page, “Life After Nugget/
Resources,” for former em-
ployees to share informa-
tion, support one another, 
and “keep everybody in 
the loop.” The closed group 
has about 160 members.

And workers from those 
plants still plan to gather 
for a summer picnic.

Life, Roberts said, is 
about “sadness and happi-
ness and challenges.” But, 
most of all, she said, it’s 
about “being there for one 
another.” 

“If everybody helped 
each other a little more” — 
great things could happen, 
she said, encouraging 

people to do their part, 
including supporting local 
businesses.

And when you do good 
things for others, often 
good things come back to 
you. This has also been the 
case for the family.

Darby Sauer, of Hibbing, 
a martial arts instructor 
home for the summer from 
college, has offered to 
work with Angelina free of 
charge.

“She is so thankful. We 
are so grateful,” Roberts 
said. “It’s nice to know 
there are so many thought-
ful people are out there. It 
makes all of this so much 
more tolerable.”

And through the entire 
layoff situation, one thing 
has been very clear, she 
added.

“We are very proud of 
our daughter. She has be-
come a better person, too.”

MARK SAUER/MESABI DAILY NEWS

Eleven-year-old Angie Allen poses at her lemonade and craft stand in front of her Hibbing home. She wanted 
to go into business this summer because her dad, Paul Allen, recently lost his job at Mesabi Nugget.

SUBMITTED

Paul Allen is shown operating a mini excavator at 
Mesabi Nugget. The fi ve-year employee at the plant 
in Hoyt Lakes recently lost his job when about 200 
workers were laid off at the Mesabi Nugget and 
Mining Resources operations, which have been idled 
for a minimun of two years.
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STEELWORKER ADJUSTING TO LAYOFF

Hibbing family staying
positive in tough times

TONY POTTER

HIBBING DAILY TRIBUNE

HIBBING — “You’re 
being laid off” are words 
that are never easy to 
swallow.

Tawnya and Tyler Gus-
tafson of Hibbing and 
their two young daugh-
ters know that fi rsthand. 

Tawnya was recently 
laid off from her job as a 
production truck driver 
at Keewatin Taconite.

“My fi rst thought was, 
‘How do I support my 
girls?” she recalled. “We 
had to cut cable, cut 
some vitamins and we 
can’t buy anything. We 
put a halt on that 100 
percent.”

While Tawnya is cur-
rently laid off, Tyler has 
been able to maintain 
his job for Ironwork-
ers Local 512. He said 
Tawnya’s unfortunate 
news hasn’t worried him 
too much.

“We’ve ran into hard 
fi nancial times in our 
lives before,” he said. 
“So I knew it would be 
OK.”

But a smaller budget 
isn’t all that the Gus-
tafsons have had to 
endure. Tawnya lost her 
health insurance be-
cause she was employed 
by Keetac for just shy of 
two years.

Fortunately for the 
Gustafsons, they’ve been 
able to remain insured 
under Tyler.

“We’re relying on his 
income and insurance,” 
Tawnya said. “It’s keep-
ing us afl oat.”

Yet the Gustafsons 
have their fi ngers 
crossed that the min-
ing industry downturn 
doesn’t end up affecting 
Tyler’s job.

“It’ll be pretty scary 
if all of the mines get 
affected,” Tawnya said. 
“Then it’ll really impact 
our lives.”

Despite Tawnya being 
laid off, the Gustafsons 
said they enjoy work-
ing in the mines. As a 
military veteran, Tawnya 
said she’s used to labor 
and has developed the 
personality for working 
in that environment.

“There’s no drama in 
the mines,” she said. 
“And I do have a great 
crew that I’ve become 
close with. They couldn’t 
be better.”

The pay and benefi ts 
are what drew Tawnya 
to the mining industry. 
Prior to being hired by 
Keetac, she had worked 
as an optical manager 
for eight years. 

“It was about support-
ing my family,” she said. 
“We need to make sure 

the girls are prepared for 
their future. They come 
fi rst, and we’d like to be 
able to retire eventually.”

Tawnya said she was 
happy at her previous 
job, but said she felt 
more comfortable go-
ing to work for a large 
corporation instead of 
sticking with a privately-
owned business.

“The insurance, the 
pension, the future 
outlook is much better 
in the mines,” she said. 
“I understand that it’s 
hard for a small com-
pany to offer some of 
those things, but it’s also 
hard to make it without 
them.”

The silver lining of the 
layoff for Tawnya is she 
now has more time to 
spend with her daugh-
ters. 

“I’m taking advantage 
of the opportunity, and 
the girls love it,” she 
said. “They love having 
mommy at home.”

Tyler said it’s also 
made it possible for 
their daughters to 
participate in multiple 
activities, which was 
diffi cult with both he 
and Tawnya working 
long hours.

“And Tawnya has 
been able to do many 
projects with our yard 
and home,” he added. 

The couple also 
doesn’t have to currently 
worry about paying for 
daycare.

“I’m good with no 
daycare bill,” Tawnya 
said. “And the girls are 
certainly OK with not 
having to go there.”

However, Tawnya 
said she can’t wait to be 
called back to work.

“I 100 percent want 
back in,” she said. “I’m 
hoping to be called back 
in the late fall. That’s 
the talk. That would be 

grand.”
Tyler said it’s vital to 

everyone in the area for 
the mines to get back up 
and running at full force.

“I’m hoping this is 
short lived,” he said. 
“Not only for our family, 
but for the rest of the 
Iron Range.”

But if Tawnya doesn’t 
return to working at 
Keetac by the fall, she 
said she plans to go back 
to college to become an 
electrician.

“That opens the door 

for quite a few good 
jobs,” she said. “It would 
also make me more 
valuable to the mines.”

And if Tawnya is laid 
off for longer than an-
ticipated, she said she’ll 
have to fi nd a job. She 
noted that she has lots of 
experience as a bartend-
er and waitress.

“That’s my back up 
plan,” she joked. “Hope-
fully it doesn’t come to 
that.”

SUBMITTED

Tyler and Tanya Gustafson, their two daughters, Mckenzie, 4, and Jerzie, 9, 
and their dog have been affected by the large number of mining-related layoffs 
around the Iron Range.
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‘I LOVED MY JOB’
Now former Mining

Resources worker likely 
charting new path

ANGIE RIEBE

MESABI DAILY NEWS

MOUNTAIN IRON  — Heidi An-
derson was sure she had found the 
perfect occupation.

 “I loved my job,” she said of the 
administrative assistant position she 
held at Mining Resources. 

Anderson, of Mountain Iron, had 
spent several years staying at home 
to raise her sons, Lane, now 9, and 
Dylan, 4. But they were fi nally old 
enough that she felt comfortable go-
ing back to work.

Last September, she started as a 
temporary worker for the iron con-
centrate plant in Chisholm, and in 
February she was hired as a full-time 
employee.

Then, on May 26, Anderson learned 
Steel Dynamics Inc., the Indiana-
based parent company of both Min-
ing Resources and Mesabi Nugget’s 
iron-making facility in Hoyt Lakes, 
announced that both plants would 
be idled for a minimum of two years, 
prompting a layoff of about 200 em-
ployees. 

An extreme decrease in pricing for 

pig iron, the end product of those 
operations, was cited as the reason for 
the closures.

“I hoped that would be my career,” 
Anderson said of the offi ce work she 
enjoyed.

Her fi rst thought after learning the 
news was: “Now what?”

It’s diffi cult, she said, “when you 
fi nd something that fi ts you so well, 
and then you have it pulled from 
under you.”

The team she worked with at Min-
ing Resources “was like a little fam-
ily,” Anderson said. “Everybody was 
very close.”

Steel Dynamics — one of the larg-
est domestic steel producers and 
metals recyclers with sales of $8.8 
billion in 2014 and more than 7,700 
employees — assisted some workers 
in fi nding jobs at other facilities and 
subsidiaries of the company.

However, relocating was not an 
option for Anderson and her husband, 
Nick, who is a diesel mechanic at 
the ArcelorMittal Minorca Mine in 
Virginia.

“As bad as it gets, this is our home,” 
said Anderson, a native of Elk River, 

Minn. “Everything I’ve ever wanted 
for my children is right here. Up here 
is where it’s at. You can go fi shing and 
hunting and four-wheeling.”

Anderson said she is “grateful” 
for what the company provided to 
laid-off workers, including severance 
packages. And employees received 60 
days of W.A.R.N. pay with benefi ts. 
Employees who are entitled to receive 
Worker Adjustment and Retraining 
Notifi cation Act notice of 60 days 
prior to a mass layoff are provided 
with W.A.R.N. pay for the period of 
violation.

Additionally, Trade Adjustment As-
sistance has been fi led for Mining Re-
sources and Mesabi Nugget employ-
ees. The federal program — which 
offers workers who have lost jobs, as 
the result of foreign trade, opportuni-
ties to obtain skills to become reem-
ployed — would pay for two years of 
schooling.

If TAA is granted — which is ex-
pected — Anderson plans to “use the 
opportunity to go to school and get a 
degree and make myself more mar-
ketable.” She would like to study ad-
vanced accounting and business, and, 

perhaps, one day, fi nd a job again in 
the mining industry.

When her health benefi ts run out, 
Anderson will “go back on my hus-
band’s plan.” However, that is not an 
option for everyone, she noted.

“Other families are struggling” fol-
lowing the layoffs, especially those 
in which both parents lost their jobs, 
she said, adding that former Mining 
Resources employees are trying to 
“help the ones who are struggling and 
having a hard time with it.”

While she will keep her youngest 
son in childcare during the next sever-
al months “to keep a spot,” Anderson 
said she is looking forward to having 
more time to spend with her family 
and to accompany her 9-year-old to 
baseball.

The best-case scenario would be for 
Mining Resources and Mesabi Nugget 
to reopen, she said. 

But should that never happen, she 
is ready to embark on another path.

“It will be a new beginning,” Ander-
son said. “I look forward to the next 
chapter.”

MARK SAUER/MESABI DAILY NEWS

Heidi Anderson is pictured in her Mountain Iron home. She is among about 200 workers who lost their jobs after Mining Resources and Mesabi Nugget were idled
in May.
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4th GENERATION MINERS

A FAMILY’S WAY OF LIFE
LISA ROSEMORE

HERALD-REVIEW

It’s a way of life.
For the Wright family 

of rural Nashwauk, min-
ing is a family tradition, 
which has now fi ltered 
into the fourth gen-
eration. Ann and Jerry 
Wright grew up with 
both their dads work-
ing in the mines in the 
1940s, with Jerry follow-
ing their bootsteps into 
the mines in 1950. 

In 1975, son Rick 
followed his dad to 
the mines and younger 
brother, Jody, followed 
in 1990. Five years ago, 
Jody’s son, JJ, contin-
ued the family tradition 
when he joined his dad 
at HibTac. And Jody’s 
daughter, Tessa, is also 
carrying on the tradi-
tion as she interned at 
HibTac last summer. 

Despite the economic 
downturn in the steel 
industry, Tessa is still 
hopeful about getting on 
at the mines.

When you belong to a 
mining family, you know 
the industry has its ups 
and downs.

Boom and bust, that’s 
just how it is, Ann and 
Jerry explained from 
their rural Nashwauk 
home, some of the old 

mine dumps where Jerry 
once worked off, in the 
near distance.

Boom and bust was 
part of life, said Jody, 
adding how his father 
would tell them, “Keep 
your neck short so they 
can’t cut it off.”

When Jerry was 17, he 
started at the Pacifi c Isles 
Mine as a truck driver.

“I was 17 and a half 
when I started at But-
ler,” he said, grinning. “I 
retired in 1992.”

“He got out before 
the strike at National in 
‘93,” Ann added.

During his 43-year 
career, Jerry worked at 
many different mines, 
and held numerous 
positions. From laborer 
to shovel to drill op-
erator and more, Jerry 
said. And he saw many 
changes.

For example, the 
trucks went from 20-ton 
to 240-ton today, Jerry 
and Jody explained.

Jerry, smiling, ex-
plained that one of the 
trucks he drove years 
ago had no power steer-
ing.

Education and training 
have also changed since 
Jerry started in the mines 
in the 1950s. Jerry said 
that when he signed up 
to be a mechanic, “you 

put in 1,040 hours and 
had a test.”

“Nowadays,” he con-
tinued, “to be a mill-
wright, you have to go 
to college. But that’s the 
way it was at Butler’s, 
you had to earn it.”

Layoffs happened, 
they were a fact of life. 
Ann explained when 
layoffs occurred, miners 
would move to other 
mines.

Jerry explained that 
during one layoff, he 
and Jim Peluso went to 
the Danube Mine.

“It was pretty cool go-
ing over there,” he said, 
explaining that they 
were there between four 
to fi ve months.

Plants would freeze up 
in the winter and close 
down, Jerry recalled.

“We’d get laid off, 
we’d get $38 every two 
weeks,” he said. “We ate 
lots of powdered eggs 
and powdered milk. That 
was in the late 50s.”

“We survived,” Ann 
stated.

Jerry laughed.
“You’d be surprised 

how good those tasted 
with Ann’s homemade 
bread,” he said with a 
big grin.

“Everyone was in the 
same boat,” Ann added. 
“No money, but lots of 

time.”
The neighbor kids 

came over for fresh 
bread and peanut butter, 
Jerry remembered.

After Jerry retired, 
Ann told him he needed 
to get a hobby. Jerry 
explained that National 
had programs for retirees 

and it was through one 
of those programs that 
Jerry learned his retire-
ment hobby of stained 

SEE FAMILY, PAGE 19

LISA ROSEMORE/HERALD-REVIEW

The Wright family of rural Nashwauk is a four-generation mining family. Pictured, from left: Jerry, Ann, JJ, Tessa, Rick, Jody, and Jody’s wife, Susan. Both Jerry 
and Ann’s fathers worked in the mines in the 1940s. The hard hats are those of Jerry and Jody, worn during working hours.

A hat that Jerry Wright was given during his time at Butler.

http://virginiamn.com/tncms/eeditionjump/?page=50S&uuid=c42ef1aa-ceab-5eef-8566-f509e1daca81
http://virginiamn.com/tncms/eeditionjump/?page=50S&uuid=c42ef1aa-ceab-5eef-8566-f509e1daca81
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glass work. His handi-
work, from lamps to wall 
hangings to sun catch-
ers, decorate the Wright 
home.

The mines really take 
care of their people, 
Jody added.

It was in 1975 when 
Jerry’s son, Rick, fol-
lowed his father to the 
mines. Rick spent 10 
years working for the 
Hanna/Butler Mine, but 
when Butler shut down 
in 1985, Rick realized 
that the life of a miner 
was not for him.

It was the last three 
years he worked the 
mines when he saw lay-
offs and strikes, he said.

“The up-and-down 
life, it wasn’t for us,” 
Rick said. “I saw with 
Dad, the up-and-down.”

While Rick may have 
turned his back on the 
life of a miner, relocat-
ing his young family to 
the Twin Cities nearly 
30 years ago, he did not 
turn his back on his fam-
ily or his home town.

“I’m a weekend war-
rior,” he said, smiling. 
“I’m only in the Cities 
fi ve days a week.”

Rick paused, then con-
tinued.

“I learned a tremen-
dous amount in the 
mines,” Rick said. “It 
was a highlight to watch 
Dad, then go to work 
with Dad at the same 
mine.”

Rick said the layoff 
was good for him in the 
long run.

“It was a great back-
ground,” he said, ex-
plaining that he is now 
the operations manager 

for Rahr Malting, a com-
pany in the Twin Cities 
which makes malt for 
breweries. He started 
there in 1985.

“He worked his way 
to the top,” Jerry said, 
beaming.

While Jody didn’t 
get the chance to work 
with his brother, he did 
have the opportunity to 
work with his dad. Jody 
was hired at National in 
1990 and worked with 
Jerry for three years. For 
the past 20 years, Jody 
has been at HibTac.

So why follow his dad 
to the mines, especially 
knowing about those 
ups and downs?

It’s where the high-
paying jobs were, Jody 
replied.

“I had a chance to 
work with Dad, with JJ; 
and last summer, Tessa 
was summer help,” Jody 
continued. “It’s a beauti-
ful cycle, to work with 
family.”

“It was a great day 
when the kids worked 
together,” Ann said.

After JJ graduated from 

Nashwauk-Keewatin 
High School in 2007, he 
enrolled in the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin-Supe-
rior. After a year away 
from the Iron Range, he 
returned.

“I didn’t like living 
away from home,” JJ 
said.

The big question for 
both his children was 
“where do you want to 
live?” Jody said, add-
ing that if it was on the 
Range, those high-pay-
ing jobs were either in 
nursing or the mines.

“That was both our 
major decisions,” Tessa 
said of the two siblings.

JJ enrolled in the 
millwright program at 
Mesabi Range College 
and interned at HibTac 
in 2008.

Tessa, who graduated 
from N-K in 2012, ex-
plained she grew up on 
equipment.

“It runs in the family,” 
she said.

Jerry looked at his 
granddaughter with 
another big smile.

“She showed up the 

boys in welding,” he 
said. “She had the ex-
perience working with 
tools.”

After working as 
a summer intern at 
HibTac, she was hired 
by a mine vendor 
company. Eventually, 
some day, Tessa said she 
would like to work in 
the mines.

“I grew up with ev-
erything I ever wanted,” 
Tessa said. “And that 
was because of the 
mines.”

SUBMITTED

Jerry Wright with a stained glass window he 
created. He learned the art of stained glass through 
a program offered by National to retirees. Jerry 
said that his wife, Ann, told him he needed a hobby 
once he retired from the mines after 43 years.
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Motter Equipment is currently leasing the former Magnum Power Sports building located at 430 E. Platt Ave., Nashwauk.

BUSINESS BOOM AT

MOTTER EQUIPMENT
BRINGING NEW LIFE TO OLD EQUIPMENT IN NASHWAUK

TONY POTTER

HIBBING DAILY TRIBUNE

NASHWAUK — What started as a 
small machine shop in a residential 
neighborhood in Pengilly in 2009 is 
now preparing for its second upgrade 
in just a few short years.

Motter Equipment has been leasing 
the old Magnum Power Sports build-
ing just off of Highway 169 in Nash-
wauk for three years now, but recently 
purchased a larger property just down 
the road of its current location.

“Our plans are to build an even big-
ger and much nicer shop,” said Dan 
Motter, who founded the company. “ 
… We need it desperately.”

The planned move of the global 
supplier of heavy equipment and 
components may only be a couple 
blocks in distance, however, there’s 
no business congestion near the 
newly-purchased property. 

“We’re sandwiched right in be-
tween the bank and the clinic,” Mot-
ter said. “There’s no room for trucks to 
back in and out.”

Once Motter Equipment moves to 
its new location, traffi c will be able to 
enter on one side of the property and 
exit on the other.

“It’ll alleviate a lot of congestion,” 
Motter said. “And it’ll allow us to pick 
up production.”

Motter Equipment was planning to 
start constructing its new building this 
summer, but the downturn in the min-
ing industry has delayed those plans 

for about a year or so. However, the 
building located on the company’s 
new property is scheduled to be torn 
down in the coming months.

“We’re excited for the future,” Mot-
ter said. “There’s not even enough 
headroom in our current shop for a 
crane, so we can’t do fi nal assemblies 
in there.”

The small company, which employs 
just 13 persons, put a lot of time and 
effort into turning the former power 
sports dealership into a machine 
shop. The show room was converted 
into offi ces, the back of the building 
was made into the machine shop, a 
carpentry shop was added and meet-
ing rooms were set up upstairs. 

But Motter said there’s still not 
enough room at his current location 
for his expanding company.

“We’re preparing to service work 
that we don’t even know is there yet,” 
he said, noting Essar and Magnetation 
have sites located near his facility. “To 
have a machine shop on this side of 
the Range is benefi cial to the mining 
companies in the area.”

Motter said his company’s niche 
is buying and rebuilding used min-
ing equipment, then selling it on the 
global market. The company also 
buys used equipment, disassembles it 
and pieces it out, as well does repair 
work, consulting and appraising.

“We’re a nice complement to the 
Iron Range,” he said. “We’re a well 
liked vendor.”

That’s because Motter Equipment 

seeks out the assistance of a variety of 
local companies across the region to 
assist with its projects.

“We utilize a lot of vendors on the 
Iron Range,” he said. “We do our best 
to keep business local and to bring 
money into the area.”

And between Motter Equipment 

and the vendors it uses, every piece 
of each project gets touched up or re-
placed before the equipment is sold.

“We bring all of the material back 
to 100 percent original,” Motter said. 
“It’s like rebuilding a hot rod. You strip 
it down and redo each piece.”

SEE BOOM, PAGE 21

Dan Motter, left, poses with members of his staff inside the machine shop at 
Motter Equipment.
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The company’s success goes back to 
Motter’s 40 years of experience in the 
heavy equipment fi eld. He graduated 
from the diesel mechanic program at 
Hibbing Vocational Technical Col-
lege in 1973, was hired as a diesel 
mechanic in Hibbing straight out of 
college and quickly worked his way 
up to service manager.

Less than 10 years later, Motter was 
a co-founder of Dom-Ex. He worked 
there for 20 years before selling his 
shares and moving to Chile, where he 
started yet another company, Global 
Equipment.

Motter ran that company for seven 
years before he decided it was time 
to move back to the Iron Range to be 
with his family.

“My kids started having kids,” he 

said. “I wanted to be a part of that. I 
wanted to be with my grandkids.”

Following his return to Pengilly, 
Motter said he saw yet another oppor-
tunity to start a successful business. 
That’s where Motter Equipment came 
into play.

“If I see an opportunity, I take it,” 
he said. “If I fi nd a unique item at 
the right price, I step up and take it 
because I know someone will buy it 
once we’re done with it.”

But what Motter is most proud of is 
that his company has become a great 
place to work and do business with.

“I employ good people and provide 
them with good wages and benefi ts,” 
he said. “We’re a small company that 
likes to do good things. We get a kick 
out of taking old mining trucks that 
are ready to go out to the pasture and 
make them shiny, new and usable for 
a very long time.”

 

Earlier this month in an article 
printed in the Hibbing Daily Tribune, 
historian Jack Lynch detailed the 
battle waged by then Hibbing Mayor 
Vic Power.

The year was 1915 and the battle 
was being waged “to defeat a mea-
sure that was being fostered by the 
mining concerns in the vicinity and 
which boded no good for the citizens 
in general.” 

Mayor Power was successful in his 
efforts and on his return trip from the 
State Capitol was welcomed back to 
Hibbing by an impromptu rally and 
parade.

That was 100 years ago. Today, 
elected leaders and the mining in-
dustry have much improved relation-
ships. There is a shared understanding 
that cooperation is not just important, 
it is imperative to our mutual success.

Successful mining operations trans-
late into jobs, jobs for the people of 
the district I represent and throughout 
the county and region — direct jobs 
within the mining industry, supporting 
industry jobs and spin-off jobs in busi-
nesses that earn their revenue from 
individuals who work within mining 
and mining-related industries.

Mining success translates into 
revenue for county-related services. 
Each year the St. Louis County budget 
includes $10 million in revenue from 
taconite production taxes. That’s 
money paid by regional mining 
companies in lieu of property taxes 
and based on a three-year average of 
tonnage produced. 

In 2015, St. Louis County antici-
pates taconite taxes just more than 
$10 million with next year’s forecast 
slightly less at nearly $9.85 million. 

Taconite taxes directly offset St. 
Louis County’s levy, accounting for 
nearly 10 percent annually. In other 
words, without taconite production 
taxes, homeowners, small business 
and seasonal residents would see a 10 
percent increase in their property tax 
bills.

Additionally, since 2012, St. Louis 
County has been receiving approxi-
mately $1 million annually in mineral 
royalties and leases. 

When mining is done on tax for-
feited parcels, land that the county 
manages, we get a percentage of 
royalties. Mining royalty monies have 
been invested in one-time capital 
expenditures as well as in strengthen-
ing our county surveyor’s offi ce. This 
will help with the accountability of 
future royalty payments, which we 
anticipate to show annual increases 
that will continue for the foreseeable 
future. This again, provides a huge 
benefi t to St. Louis County taxpayers.

In the past 100 years, the global 
landscape has drastically changed. 
There was a time when Minnesota’s 
Iron Range provided much of the 
world’s iron ore. Ore that helped win 
two world wars, and enabled the 
Industrial Revolution that transformed 
the United States of America into the 
most powerful nation in the history of 
the world. 

But if we are to stay there our 
national security is absolutely depen-
dent upon the continuance of a viable 
domestic steel industry.

World market oversupply, illegal 
steel dumping, and iron ore selling 
on the world spot market at $60 per 
ton after nosediving from nearly $200 
per ton has stressed the steel industry 
and the communities that rely on iron 
ore mining and steel manufacturing 
throughout the United States.

Whereas a century ago we often 
worked in a confrontational manner 
with the mining industry, today we 
work together. 

Alongside our state and federal 
elected offi cials, as your county com-
missioner, we have all rolled up our 
sleeves and are working with the min-
ing industry to ensure the success of 
the Iron Range and the special people 
who live and work here. 

Because mining matters to St. Louis 
County.

GUEST COLUMNGUEST COLUMN

KEITH NELSON
St. Louis County Commissioner

Cooperation
imperative to

mutual success
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IN WAKE OF KEETAC IDLING

COMMUNITY
RALLIES TOGETHER

BRIAN AROLA
HIBBING DAILY TRIBUNE

KEEWATIN — A cloud 
of smoke from Keewatin 
Taconite can usually be 
seen from Highway 169 
as you approach Kee-
watin.

It signals production 
at the U.S. Steel-owned 
mining operation.

Since the plant an-
nounced a “temporary 
idle” in May, the billow-
ing clouds — along with 
the jobs of more than 
400 employees — are 
missing. 

How long “temporary” 
will last isn’t known, 
leaving residents in a 
city that very much re-
lies on taconite produc-
tion tax monies wonder-
ing how they’ll make 
it through this latest 
mining set back.

Those worries on the 
surface seem to give way 
to a deeper confi dence 
in the city’s prospects, 
however.

It’s a confi dence 
gained by experience 
in or around the indus-
try, as many — if not 
all — of the citizenship 
has been through this 
process before.

For the experienced, 
the hope is that this 
downturn isn’t any dif-
ferent than the others.

Signs indicate it might 
not be the same though, 
given the global nature 
of this steel crisis. 

It’s a concern gained 
from talks with U.S. 
Steel offi cials and leg-
islators, said Mayor Bill 
King.

“To me if felt different 
simply because what the 
companies and the state 
is saying on the global 
market,” he said. “To me 
that’s a lot more scary 
than the past ones.”

There’s even some 
concern that the idled 
mine might not ever be 
able to compete with 
global steel coming in 
from overseas, he said.

In that worst-case 
scenario, temporary 
could quickly turn into 
permanent.

❏
Citizen speculation

Since the layoffs just 
took effect — many will 
still be doing mainte-
nance work at Keetac for 
weeks — the effect on 
business downtown and 
in city hall aren’t notice-
able yet. 

Residents said life has 
gone on like normal 

since the idles were an-
nounced in March, with 
most expecting the city 
to make it through just 
fi ne.

But negative effects 
should be expected, 
said Carolyn Schmoll, a 
longtime resident. 

“It’s not just the min-
ers,” she said. “I don’t 
think people look at it 
that way, but it effects all 
the other people and the 
whole Iron Range.”

Schmoll has rela-
tives who worked in the 
mines back when strikes 
were as common as lay-
offs. When work wasn’t 
available back then, she 
said, her relatives found 
work in other mines or 
even in North Dakota at 
grain silos.

The longer “tempo-
rary” lasts, the more 
business in town will 
hurt, said Denny Eskeli, 
a regular volunteer at 
the American Legion 
Post 452’s Wednesday 
burger night.

“If it lasts a while, 
the businesses like the 
Legion bar are going to 
suffer because of less 
patronage,” he said. 

The weekly burger 
night in the summer 
serves as somewhat of 
a de facto community 
gathering for residents in 
Keewatin. 

Either in spite or be-
cause of the layoffs, the 

fi rst Wednesday in June 
drew the most people 
that have ever attended. 
A total of 219 burgers 
were sold that night, in a 
town with a population 
hovering near 1,000.

Among the many who 
volunteer or partake in 
the weekly get-together 
are miners who’ve been 
through many a hard 
time in the industry.  

“Best part-time job I 
ever had,” joked volun-
teer Jim Wydra, in refer-
ence to the many layoffs, 
idles or otherwise he’d 
seen during his time in 
the mines.

Dave Bath, who lives 
near Keewatin, escaped 
this latest downturn by 
retiring from Keetac last 
year. 

He cited 2003, 2008, 
1982 and two other 
years that escaped him, 
as examples of down-
turns he and many oth-
ers lived through.

Business got slow in 
town from what Bath 
remembered of those 
years, and this time will 
likely be no different. 
Comparing previous 
shut downs to this one, 
he said they only seem 
to gain in impact. 

“They always seem to 
get bigger,” he said. “I 
think this time because 
it’s worldwide.”

❏
Effects on city hall

The effect the idle of 
Keetac might have on 
city hall’s business hasn’t 
revealed itself yet either.

Like the private busi-
nesses in town, it’s 
highly dependent on 
how long Keetac is idled 
for.

“It all depends on the 
length of time,” Mayor 
King said. “The last time 
they were shut down in 
2009 was a little over a 
year, and that fi nancially 
effected us for three 
years afterwards.”

When Keetac isn’t 
producing, the city isn’t 
reaping taconite produc-
tion tax dollars. Keewa-
tin’s proximity to Keetac 
provided helpful funds 
for city projects.

A city with a larger tax 
base might raise its levy 
to make up for the lost 
dollars. But for a small 
city like Keewatin, fi xing 
a levy isn’t possible, 
King said.

“We don’t have the 
tax base to compensate 
for that money,” he said. 
“It’s just going to be 
money lost.”

Money lost could 
mean putting projects 
on hold, including an 
exploratory process on 
adding housing in the 
city. 

Other projects, like 
a major yet necessary 
waste water treatment 
project shouldn’t be 

effected. Neither should 
the services the city 
provides to citizens. 

“We just go forward to 
provide services for our 
citizens like we always 
do,” he said. “It would 
have to be pretty drastic 
for us to look at cutting 
services.”

❏
Banding together

Despite worries that 
this idle might be dif-
ferent than ones in the 
past, King said he still 
feels confi dent the city 
will manage for however 
long it lasts. 

His citizenship felt 
much the same.

A handful of Keewa-
tin residents worked at 
Keetac, but the number 
isn’t nearly large enough 
that their departures 
would reduce the city to 
a ghost town.

Some have even 
moved to town since 
the idles started, includ-
ing Stacy Jarrett, whose 
backyard overlooks the 
road leading to Keetac. 

To him, it seems like 
there’s still quite a bit 
of traffi c passing to and 
from the mine. Neigh-
bors tell him it’s not 
nearly as much as there 
usually is. 

In Jarrett’s fi rst impres-
sion of town — origi-
nally from West Virginia, 
he moved from Hibbing 
in recent weeks — he 

described Keewatin as a 
close-knit place where 
people pull together in 
times of need. 

“It seems like every-
body is more like your 
brother or sister than a 
neighbor and friend,” he 
said.

King said the reaction 
around town isn’t much 
different than in past 
years, likely because 
people know the matter 
is out of their hands. 

“There’s absolutely 
nothing we can do,” he 
said. “How long will 
they be shut down? No 
one knows.”

The downturns are a 
part of life on the Range 
that everyone should be 
used to by now, Wydra 
said as he helped out at 
the Legion.

“It’s been going on for 
125 years, boom and 
bust, boom and bust,” 
he said. 

Schmoll said it’ll be 
tough on families for 
sure, but people in 
Keewatin and elsewhere 
in the area are a resilient 
bunch. 

Her friend and fellow 
resident Pauline John-
son added that folks in 
Keewatin are tough, and 
know how to budget in 
diffi cult times.

“You’d be surprised 
what you can do with a 
pound of hamburger,” 
she said. 

BRIAN AROLA/HIBBING DAILY TRIBUNE
Keetac is seen from a hill off Highway 169 on June 10. Smoke can usually be seen billowing from the plant when its operating, but is noticeably absent since the
plant idled in May.

Richard Nyhus, Kenny Vogtlin, Dave Milkovich and Denny Eskeli prepare a burger at the American Legion’s Wednesday burger night 
in Keewatin on June 10. The event serves as a community get-together during the summer for a city still reacting to the idle at Keetac.
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ZIEGLER CAT IN BUHL

Family-owned business
committed to customer

service and its employees
BILL HANNA

MESABI DAILY NEWS

BUHL — William M. Hoeft fondly 
recalls traveling to the Iron Range in 
the early-2000s from Minneapolis to 
plant trees at the family’s Ziegler CAT 
business.

“I loved it. I was in high school and 
working there (at the Ziegler facility 
in Buhl) in the summer. Did mainte-
nance and worked out of the store. 

“The trees, the lakes 
the beauty of the coun-
try. Loved it ... still do. 
Get up there to the plant 
as much as I can,” Hoeft 
said.

Ziegler CAT is truly a 
three generation-strong 
family business passion 
for the Hoefts.

“My grandpa worked 
for CAT and bought out 
Ziegler. Then my dad 
was part of the owner-
ship. And now it’s my 
brother and I.

“We are extremely fortunate. We 
want to be the best stewards and help 
grow our facilities during good times 
and bad times,” Hoeft said.

Here’s how the Hoeft family busi-
ness structure fl ows:

� Leonard C. Hoeft became presi-
dent and gained full ownership of 
company in 1970.

� William L. Hoeft, Leonard’s son, 

became president in 1988.
� William M. Hoeft and Andreas 

D. Hoeft are William L. Hoeft’s sons. 
William M. is executive vice presi-
dent of product support and mining 
and Andreas Hoeft is executive vice 
president of sales.

It’s an impressive business lineage 
for a company based in Minneapolis, 
but with a big footprint in Minnesota, 
Iowa, Wisconsin and Missouri.

It’s a diversifi ed company that ser-
vices not only the mining 
industry, but also constu-
ruction and forestry.

The 101-year-old com-
pany has a total of about 
1,800 employees — 117 
of them at the Buhl facil-
ity. It has been servic-
ing mining since 1921, 
fi rst out of Duluth and 
then Hibbing, when a 
plant was opened there. 
Ziegler CAT in Buhl was 
opened in 1979.

“We are a one-stop 
from construction to min-

ing. We have full-service facilities for 
parts, rental, repair work and hydrau-
lic rebuild capabilities,” William M. 
Hoeft said.

Hoeft said mining is a key com-
ponent of Ziegler CAT’s diversifi ed 
portfolio.

“Mining is extremely important. Yes, 
we will feel the impact. We will do 
our best to ride it out and to help oth-

ers do the same,” he said.
Hoeft said the company’s diversifi -

cation helps when one business takes 
a hit.

“We have a lot of contractors for 
road construction. And forestry is 

growing once again. There’s money to 
be made in forestry again. And with 
26 locations we are also able to shift 
some work among our plants. We’ve 
done our best to preserve jobs,” Hoeft 

SEE ZIEGLER, PAGE 24
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A concrete driveway is being poured outside the newest work shop built at Ziegler. The facility is large enough to fi t the biggest pieces of mine equipment.

WILLIAM M. HOEFT
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said.
And the company has managed to 

do just that at its Buhl plant; so far — 
no layoffs. 

“We stay busy there. It doesn’t feel 
slow,” he said.

Hoeft said the family-owned 
company has seen this story play out 
before on the Iron Range.

“It’s very unfortunate timing and 
very hard on people. But we’ve been 

here before. We’ll ride out this tough 
wave and be well-positioned on the 
other side,” he said.

And the company has not changed 
— and never will — its strong com-
mitment to customer service, which 
means maintaining a top-notch work-
force.

“We attract quality people and 
pride ourself on having the best and 
most committed workers,” he said.

And that includes the Hoeft family.
“It’s exciting. And it’s a real privilege 

to be in this job,” he said.

Ron Cappo cleans an engine block.

MARK SAUER/MESABI DAILY NEWS
Jim Micklewright removes bolts from a piece of equipment at Ziegler.

An engine is removed from a truck to facilitate repair.

Equipment is moved into a washing chamber at Ziegler in Buhl.

Ziegler has a fl eet of service trucks and does much of its repair work in the 
fi eld.

Heavy equipment tracks are rolled up outside one of the main work bays at the 
plant.



6/24/15 � MINE VII � PAGE 25
MESABI DAILY NEWS

HIBBING DAILY TRIBUNE

GRAND RAPIDS HERALD REVIEW

CHISHOLM TRIBUNE PRESS

IRON RANGE

ENGINEERING

PIONEERING GRADUATES
ANGIE RIEBE

MESABI DAILY NEWS

VIRGINIA — Christine (Nelson) 
Kennedy still keeps in touch with 
many of the students she graduated 
with in Iron Range Engineering’s “fi rst 
generation” class.

Those pioneering graduates of De-
cember 2011 each successfully found 
jobs, and as far as she knows, “they 
are all still employed, which is kind 
of incredible with all the layoffs” that 
have taken place at area mines this 
year.

It was an honor to be in that class, 
said Kennedy, 26, a mechanical main-
tenance engineer at a local mine. She 
has since volunteered in area schools 
with engineering classes, and often 
“new engineering students know who 
we are,” she said of Mesabi Range 
College’s fi rst class of IRE grads.

“I think it’s neat,” she said. “We are 
keeping the legacy for all the genera-
tions.”

Those initial 12 students were 
always “very close,” and remain that 
way.

In fact, “I married another fi rst gen-
eration” IRE graduate, Kennedy said 
by phone on a recent day, as she and 
her husband, Richie Kennedy, who 
works at an Iron Range engineering 
fi rm, celebrated their honeymoon in 
Hawaii.

IRE — a partnership between MRC 
and Minnesota State University, 
Mankato — “prepared me to know 
how to fi nd a solution to a problem I 
don’t know the solution to,” said Ken-
nedy, who was one of three females 
in the initial class. The program taught 
her, she said, “how to fi nd that infor-
mation and how to look for it.”

Her current job consists of structur-
al analysis and troubleshooting efforts 
— much like those “out-of-the-box 
ideas” she worked on during her time 
in at IRE.

Students do not take classes in the 
traditional sense during third- and 
fourth-year (junior and senior level) 

engineering studies. Rather, they work 
as a team on “real-life projects.”

Having completed two years of pre-
engineering studies or prerequisite 
courses, students spend the last two 
years of the four-year bachelor of sci-
ence in engineering degree program 
working with faculty mentors and 
other students on projects for clients 
in area industries.

Projects are accomplished during 
the 16-week semesters, and at the 
end, teams deliver a fi nal presentation 
and supply technical documents to 
the industrial representatives.

The professors are all very ap-
proachable and helpful, said Ken-
nedy, whose mining-geared projects 
included statistical analysis and 
troubleshooting on high-pressure air 
systems and a fi lter bag wash process. 

Projects involved building prototypes 
and changing designs based on re-
sults, she said.

“It’s not closed-ended. There are 
not answers in the back of the book,” 
which forces students to use resources 
and ingenuity to fi nd solutions.

There are oral exams at the end of 
each course, and presentations to 
clients are done before managerial 
teams.

IRE “takes the stereotype out of en-
gineering. ... it helps take a big chunk 
out of the industry and break it down 
into an approachable process,” said 
Kennedy.

She realizes now, after being in 
the workforce for several years, just 
how much the program educated her 
about everything from troubleshoot-
ing to working with others.

Because of what she learned, she 
knows who “my audience is” when 
working on projects, and how those 
who need her work accomplished 
“can get the most value out it,” Ken-
nedy said.

“It’s very rewarding” she said of her 
job. “It’s nice to work with people. 
That’s one thing that helped” being 
an IRE student, she said. The program 
taught students to “develop a lot of in-
terpersonal relationship skills. I enjoy 
working with people anyway, so that’s 
nice.”

But “people skills” are also valuable 
in the workplace. “As an engineer, 
you need to get others’ input and to 
be able to work with different person-
ality types,” said Kennedy.

During her last semester at IRE, 
SEE PIONEER, PAGE 26
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VIRGINIA — What 
started as a mere idea 
about 10 years ago has 
blossomed into a dream 
come true for local leg-
islators, business owners 
and educators.

Iron Range Engineer-
ing (IRE) offers students 
an opportunity to earn 
a four-year engineer-
ing degree on the Iron 
Range. 

The program has 
been described as “a 
bright shining star in the 
region,” according to 
Ron Ulseth, director of 
curriculum.

“I feel the same way,” 
he added. “It adds a lot 
to this area. The gradu-
ates make good salaries 
at the mines and engi-
neering fi rms. They’re 
able to stay here, build 
homes here and start 
families here.”

IRE has students go 
through 40 hour-per-
week experiences in an 
engineering-type offi ce 

or lab setting, according 
to ire.mnscu.edu. About 
20 of those hours are 
dedicated to design ex-
ecution while the other 
20 hours are for techni-
cal learning. 

Since it’s inception in 
January 2010, IRE has a 
90 percent success rate. 
The program has had 
80 graduates who have 
all been hired to work 
in the engineering fi eld, 
Ulseth said, noting 60 of 
them are working on the 
Iron Range.

Prior to last fall, IRE 
was only offered to col-
lege juniors and seniors. 
Enrollment for the 
program is now open to 
fi rst-year and second-
year college students. A 
total of 110 students will 
be in IRE this fall, Ulseth 
said. 

Tuition for the four-
year program is about 
$30,000. Ulseth said 
that’s “quite affordable,” 
especially since the 
program offers several 
scholarships.

“It’s a good deal for 

getting a top-of-the-line 
education,” he said. 
“We’re not just chang-
ing how engineering 
is being taught in the 
area, but we’re helping 
reshape how it’s being 
taught throughout the 
nation.”

IRE has caught the 
attention of several 
major universities, such 
as Stanford, Penn State 
and Texas A&M. Ulseth 
noted he’s even teaching 
webinars for United Na-
tions Educational, Scien-
tifi c and Cultural Orga-
nization (UNESCO).

“We never anticipated 
on gaining national and 
international attention,” 
he said. “The fact that 
we are is very positive.”

And the satisfaction 
surveys from graduates 
and their supervisors 
show “they’re all highly 
satisfi ed” as well, Ulseth 
added. 

The major differ-
ence between IRE and 
traditional engineer-
ing programs is it gets 
students out of lecture 

halls and into on-the-job 
situations.

“We’re giving our stu-
dents the skills needed 
to succeed,” Ulseth said. 
“They’re not just sitting 
in a row and being lec-
tured at.”

The reason for running 
the program that way is 
twofold — to provide a 
highly-skilled engineer-
ing workforce at the 
local level and to make 
sure future engineers are 
properly prepared for 
the workforce.

“Before IRE, compa-
nies had a problem with 
hiring from outside the 
area,” he said. “Workers 
would come in from out 
of the area, work here 
for a couple years and 
then leave. Plus, there’s 
often a misalignment in 
the skills and knowledge 
of graduates and what 
they actually need to be 
successful in the work-
force. We wanted to 
close that gap.”

Brandy Maki graduat-
ed from IRE in May, and 

SEE IRE, PAGE 26
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A variety of colleges and 

companies make up the Iron 

Range Engineering (IRE) 

program, including:

Educational Partners

 Minnesota State University-

 Mankato

 Itasca Community College

 Arrowhead University

 Mesabi Range Community and

 Technical College

 University of Minnesota-Duluth

Industry Partners

 Iron Range Resources and 

 Rehabilitation Board (IRRRB)

 United Taconite

 Medtronic

 Hibbing Taconite

 PolyMet

 Mesaba Nugget

 UPM-Blandin

 Minnesota Power

 TriTec of Minnesota Inc.

 Minnesota DNR

 Barr Engineering

 Jasper Engineering

 Boise Paper

 North Shore Miining

 

MARK SAUER/MESABI DAILY NEWS

Christine Kennedy, a member of the fi rst class to graduate from Mesabi Range College’s four-year Iron Range 
Engineering program, is shown at the school in this March 2013 photo.

PREPARING YOUNG PEOPLE

FOR THE WORKFORCE

IRE SEEING

HIGH SUCCESS RATE
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Kennedy interned at an Iron Range 
mine, and she was offered a position 
partway throughout that internship. 
She has been there since.

She also has gone back to talk 
with IRE students as a guest speaker 
and share what it’s like in the “real 
world.”

❏
Kennedy has come a long way, 

considering she knew very little 
about mining growing up in Laporte, 
Minn.

As a child, she did enjoy “tinker-
ing” with things to see how they 
worked, often conducting her own 
“science experiments” with things 
she found around the house.

She enjoyed science, but was not 
sure exactly what she wanted to one 
day do.

When her family moved to the 
Range in the fall of 2009, IRE was 
just launching on the Virginia cam-
pus. Kennedy enrolled in the brand-
new, innovative program, and from 
there, her future became much more 
clear. 

Kennedy said she would encourage 
students looking to go into engineer-
ing to check out IRE. 

“As far as I know, it’s the best way 
to prepare you for an entry-level 
engineering position,” she said.

Not only do instructors “guide and 
help” students on how to approach 
“real-world situations,” but students 
also learn how to do that for them-
selves by working with clients, she 
said. “You get to do that every step of 
the way.”

IRE
FROM PAGE 25

she said she couldn’t be happier with 
her experience. It landed her “a great 
job” as a development engineer for 
Detroit Diesel Remanufacturing-DMR 
Electronics.

“It was really good,” she said. “I 
learned a lot of skills, leadership, 
time management, task management. 
The program’s ability to work with a 
variety of industries in the area is big, 
and the instructors’ fl exibility and 
willingness to help those who are 
struggling to understand something is 
awesome.”

Maki said she’d recommend the 
program to anyone who’s serious 
about becoming an engineer.

“Especially if you’re from the Iron 
Range and want to stay here,” she 

said. “It’s defi nitely helped me. I 
probably wouldn’t have pursued this 
degree otherwise.”

For the majority of her time in 
college, Maki was a single mom to 
two children ages 2 and 6. She also 
recently gave birth to her third child.

“Being pregnant and having kids 
makes it tough for me to pack up and 
leave the area to attend a four-year 
college or university,” she said. “The 
location of IRE and the fact I could 
earn something greater than an as-
sociate’s degree on the Iron Range is 
what sold the program for me.”

Maki actually started her current 
job in January, well before her gradu-
ation date. She said she’s happy she 
took the chance and enrolled in the 
IRE program after earning her associ-
ate’s degree in engineering from Itasca 
Community College.

“It’s one of the best decisions I’ve 

ever made,” she said. “It’s defi nitely 
paid off for me and my family. This 
job has been everything to us. It’s al-
lowing me to be able to provide them 
with a good home, health insurance 
and everything else they need.” 

Maki said she hopes her success 
rubs off on her children.

“I came from a poor family where 
most of us didn’t even graduate high 
school, let along go to college,” she 
said. “I hope they see me and what 
I’ve accomplished and go onto col-
lege so that they are successful in 
their futures.”

Ulseth said it’s a great feeling to see 
the positive impact the IRE program is 
having on many lives, but said none 
of it would’ve been possible without 
the support it’s received from legisla-
tors, business owners and educators.

“We’ve got the perfect storm of 
leadership,” he said. “To be successful 

you need government, industry and 
education. We’ve certainly got strong 
leaders from all of those aspects. 
Everyone stands behind it.”

IRE’s success has also been mea-
sured in awards. It’s received sev-
eral of them, including: the Minne-
sota State Colleges and Universities’ 
(MNSCU) Excellence in Curriculum 
Programming Award in 2010, Board 
of Trustees Celebration of Innovation 
Award in 2011, Progress Minnesota’s 
Entrepreneurial Award and the Minne-
sota Cup.

“That’s bolstered our evidence for 
success,” Ulseth said. “I hope IRE 
sticks around well beyond my time. 
Considering the direction it’s going, 
there’s no doubt in my mind that it 
will.” 

SUBMITTED

Newlyweds Christine (Nelson) Ken-
nedy and Richie Kennedy are both 
members of Iron Range Engineering’s 
fi rst graduating class. They both work 
in engineering positions on the Iron 
Range.

YOUNG

ENGINEER 

LIVING HIS 

DREAM
BRITTA ARENDT

HERALD-REVIEW

From a young age, Ron Ulseth, Jr., 
of Grand Rapids, knew he was prob-
ably destined to be an engineer. Now, 
as an engineer at Minnesota Power’s 
Clay Boswell Plant in Cohasset, he’s 
living his dream.

“I’m a problem solver,” he ex-
plained. “I’ve always liked to solve 
problems, like when the lawn mower 
breaks - and that’s what I do here, if 
stuff breaks we have to fi nd ways to 
fi x it.”

Ulseth was hired by Minnesota 
Power just a few months after he 
graduated from Iron Range Engineer-
ing (IRE) in 2013. He credits much of 
his success at getting a job in his pro-
fession so quickly to the project-based 
education he received through IRE. 
His father, Ron Ulseth, Sr., who was 
instrumental in establishing the engi-
neering program at Itasca Community 
College (ICC) as well as develop-
ing the curriculum for IRE, also may 
have inspired his son’s enthusiasm for 
engineering. 

Actually, Ulseth said his father was 
“a huge infl uence” in steering him 
toward engineering - it’s been “some-
thing I’ve always been interested in.”

“When I was 10 or 11, my dad told 
me how hydropower worked,” said 
Ulseth who remembers making his 
own hydropower system out of pop 
cans and a gutter. 

A graduate of Grand Rapids High 
School, Ulseth attended ICC during 
his senior year then transferred to IRE 
where he earned his Bachelor of Sci-
ence degree.

IRE is a four-year degree program 
accredited through Minnesota State 
University, Mankato and located in 
Virginia. IRE is a unique collabora-

tion between Mesabi Range College, 
ICC, and Minnesota State University, 
Mankato.  Students graduate with a 
B.S. in Engineering, with an emphasis 
of their choice. Students are typically 
community college engineering grad-
uates.  Students do not take classes in 
the traditional sense. Instead, students 
work on a team project that reinforces 
engineering concepts.  Students work 
with faculty and clients to both com-
plete the project for the client along 
with address professional and techni-
cal learning throughout the semester. 
As Ulseth explained, IRE students 
form groups of 1-5 people to work 
on a project to satisfy real industrial 
needs.

From scoping and research to de-
sign work and layout, the IRE students 
follow the project to completion, 
working closely with industry profes-
sionals. 

For two consecutive summers, Uls-
eth interned at Minnesota Power. 

“What really set it was when I in-
terned here. I knew I wanted to work 
here. I’ve always been interested in 
power and the internship peaked that 
interest.”

Ulseth worked with Minnesota 
Power on his IRE project which fo-
cused on heating systems. It was his 
fi rst experience with heating systems 
so he had to learn everything he 
could about thermodynamics. With 
professors as guides and mentors, he 
was able to confi dently fi nd the right 
path. 

“I learned how to learn,” Ulseth ex-
plained of his experience with IRE. “I 
learned the right steps to take to teach 
myself the right concept to solve the 
problem. In real life, they say you 
only use a portion of what you’re 
taught; with engineering, you 

SEE DREAM, PAGE 27



6/24/15 • MINE VII • PAGE 27MESABI DAILY NEWS
HIBBING DAILY TRIBUNE

GRAND RAPIDS HERALD REVIEW
CHISHOLM TRIBUNE PRESS

DREAM
FROM PAGE 26

use most.”
Upon graduating 

from IRE in the spring of 
2013, Ulseth discovered 
there was an open posi-
tion with the company 
and he jumped at the 
opportunity. 

The other candidates 
interviewing for the job 
may have had an hour 
or two to interview for 
the position but Ulseth 
smiles when he says, “I 
had six months to inter-
view,” with the intern-
ship. 

Ulseth’s work ethic 
must have captured 
attention at Minnesota 
Power where he was 
hired on full-time.

As an engineer as-
signed to Clay Boswell’s 
Unit No. 4, Ulseth 
works hand-in-hand 
with a team of four 
responsible for keeping 
the equipment running 
smoothly. 

“Problem solving - 
that’s the fi re-fi ghting 

part of the job,” ex-
plained Ulseth of the 
team’s repair work.

The other part of the 
job is more proactive. 
This includes operations 

maintenance and large 
capital improvement 
projects. Ulseth is also 
part of a group at Clay 
Boswell that monitors 
the facility’s emissions. 

With environmental 
requirements pushing 
industry toward cleaner 
coal operations, this 
group meets daily to 
look at emission levels 
at the plant and works to 
align them appropriately 
for the monthly average 
required. 

“If we go over one 
day, we have to fi nd a 
way to get under [the 
required levels],” he 
said. “Then, we tune in 
the system to change the 
emissions.”

Without any hesita-
tion, Ulseth confi dently 
asserts that his job is 
“never” boring. 

Just the night before, 
there was a tube leak in 
the boiler system that 
caused Unit No. 4 to go 
offl ine. 

“That boiler is 40 years 
old, so we can’t fi x it 
unless we come offl ine,” 
explained Ulseth. 

This summer, two 
interns are working with 
Ulseth. With the tables 
turned, Ulseth is now 
mentoring the interns 
who are studying at 

University of Minnesota-
Duluth and IRE. 

“Since I got so much 
out of the internship, 
I’m helping with the 
program now,” he said. 
“This is their second 
summer so they are over 
the learning curve and 
are very good engineer-
ing interns.”

Ulseth’s high school 
girlfriend, and now 
his wife, Katy, is also a 
graduate of IRE. She is 
employed with Mag-
netation doing similar 
work as her husband. 

When asked if they 
compare notes at home, 
Ulseth said the two en-
joy talking about engi-
neering. 

“We bounce problems 
off each other.”

IRE’s success rate is 
proven in career place-
ments - 90 percent of 
IRE students have jobs 
before graduating from 
the program. 

“If people want jobs 
and have skills to get 
them,” Ulseth says IRE is 
the ticket. 

Not only does the 

IRE program teach the 
technical components of 
engineering, the school 
also puts a big emphasis 
on teaching communi-
cation skills. 

“It was annoying at 
fi rst but I’m really glad 
I learned those skills,” 
explained Ulseth. “As 
I look at it, why know 
something if you can’t 
tell people what you 
know? Communication 
skills are as important or 
more than the technical 
skills to do the job.”

With the common 
goal of living and work-
ing close to family in 
their hometown, Ulseth 
and his wife are happy 
with what they’ve been 
able to achieve with 
their education from IRE. 

“Minnesota Power 
has been very good to 
me as far as guiding me 
through my career - it’s 
been an easy transition 
from student to profes-
sional,” added Ulseth 
who hopes to stay with 
the company “as long as 
they will let me.” 

BRITA ARENDT/HERALD REVIEW
Ron Ulseth stands in front of Boswell Energy Center, 
where he is employed as an engineer.

FROM MINE SHOVELS TO GARDEN SHOVELS

KEETAC EMPLOYEE
ENDURES ANOTHER LAYOFF

KELLY GRINSTEINNER
HIBBING DAILY TRIBUNE

HIBBING — This is layoff No. 6, at 
least for Lois Jacobsen.

The 59-year-old Hibbing resident 
now has to use both of her hands to 
physically count the number of times 
she’s been without work in her 37-
year career in the mines.

And while it’s similar to the “bust” 
times of the past, Jacobsen is taking 
this one in stride.

“We’ve never really been laid off in 
the summer,” she said. “We’ve always 
had it in late fall or as winter sets in.”

If there’s an upside to currently be-
ing laid off, the timing is it.

“I’m kind of enjoying it — this 
time,” said Jacobsen. “It hit at a good 

time, and I’ve gotten into my garden-
ing. I’m taking advantage of the time 
now. I can afford to do that now.”

But the prior downtimes weren’t 
as easy, and the gap between Butler 
closing and National Steel opening 
forced her to seek other employment. 
Yet this feisty, strong-willed gal always 
made ends meet.

“I can weather this. I like to do my 

own thing,” she said. “I’ve learned 
how to budget. I’ve saved, put away 
for my retirement. And I have a fun 
fund too, because you just never 
know when you’ll want to do some-
thing.”

It was during a layoff in 1977 that 
Jacobsen fi rst expressed interest in a 
mining career. She had known it 

SEE LAYOFF, PAGE 28
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through her father, Milan Petrich, who 
was a crane operator at Butler Taco-
nite.

The former farm girl was a beauti-
cian at the time and also did catering. 
Butler offi cials had asked her to cater 
their Christmas party and she agreed 
to, thinking it’d be a foot in the door.

“I went right up to the boss and 
asked him if I could have a job,” said 
Jacobsen. “He told me to come see 
him in the spring when layoffs were 
done and the mine was reopened.”

Despite the fact that very few 
women worked in the mines and her 
father didn’t want her there, the bra-
zen beautician followed through and 
petitioned that boss when the time 
was right.

“I called him up, asked for a job 
and he said come to my offi ce,” she 
recalled. “I went there, fi lled out the 
application and he stamped ‘hire’ on 
it. Two days later, I went for a physical 
and was hired.”

Jacobsen was shocked, and dad was 
angry.

“He wasn’t happy because he said it 
wasn’t a place for women,” she said. 
“… He checked on me every day. 
And, of course, other men weren’t 
happy with us women being in the 
mine. Lots would speak to us.”

Her fi rst offi cial day on the job was 
May 1, 1978. She began as a laborer, 
and did tasks such as janitorial duties 
and then was put on the steam jenny. 

“That wasn’t an easy job for me,” 
she said. “Being a women, they 
didn’t show me how to do it. They 
began lining up clean parts, but I was 
stubborn. I fi nally got angry enough, 
walked into the boss’s offi ce and said 
‘I think your SOB parts are clean. And 
if you don’t, then you have another 
thing coming.’”

She then walked away.
“The next thing I saw was ‘Stella 

the Steamer’ written on the door,” 
she said. “From that day on, everyone 
talked to me because they knew I 
stood my ground.”

The harassment didn’t deter Jacob-
sen. She had found her niche. 

“I love my job. It was something I 
wanted to do,” she said. “I’d played in 
the dirt all of my life. My father had a 
dirt business and I ran equipment on 
the farm. This (job) was just me. It was 
what I wanted to do.” 

Over the next few years, she en-
gaged in various jobs and learned 
how to run the equipment. That was 
until June 10, 1985, when Butler 
Taconite employees were instructed 
to fi nish their shift and walked out the 
gate for the last time.

The plant, located near Nashwauk, 
closed permanently 18 days later — 
the fi rst taconite plant to shut down 
permanently on the Iron Range. 

The closure came after the bank-
ruptcy of the Wheeling Pittsburgh 
Steel Corporation, which owned 
nearly 25 percent of Butler, accord-
ing to an article in the Hibbing Daily 
Tribune. Hanna Mining Company, In-
land Steel Corporation and Wheeling 
Pittsburgh formed a partnership called 
Itasca Iron Company. An agreement 
between the three companies stated 
that if something happened to one of 
the companies, such as a bankruptcy, 
it was up to the other companies to 
decide the course of action. 

Hanna Mining Company and Inland 
Steel decided to sell off the Butler 

Taconite property. Hanna Mining 
Company owned Butler Taconite 
and National Steel Pellet Plant near 
Keewatin. The plants operated under 
a seniority system so that the most se-
nior employees at Butler could bump 
National Steel employees. 

This was Jacobsen’s fi rst layoff — 
but it was permanent.

“Butler was down for good,” she 
said. “Up until that point, everything 
was new or refreshed. They put a lot 
of money into stuff. We didn’t see it 
coming. The next thing we know — 
that’s it.”

The next several years proved 
tough.

“I had no job, so I went back to 
school,” she said. “My husband at the 
time got into a bad car accident, so I 
was forced to fi nd work because we 
needed the money.”

She snagged a gig at Hibbing Elec-
tronics, which paid only a fraction of 
what she made in the mine.

“It was like $4 an hour, but it was 
something,” she said. 

In 1990, National Steel called the 
miners — including Jacobsen — 
back to work. It went by Range-wide 
seniority between Butler and National 
Steel since both were owned by M.A. 
Hanna, she explained.

“We kept sending the letter back 
saying that ‘yes, we’d return,’” she 
said. “So then we got called back, but 
I was kind of leery. I wasn’t sure if it 
would be permanent or part-time.”

Jacobsen kept her job at Hibbing 
Electronics too, and did her best to 
balance both.

“But it got tough,” she said. “Even-
tually I thought to myself, ‘even if I 
work one year there (National Steel), 
it’s still more than three years there 
(Hibbing Electronics). So eventually I 
quit.”

She returned to National Steel as a 
laborer, and since then has endured a 
few more layoffs — including the one 
that lasted about a full year.

“It would make us question ‘will we 
have a job? What do we do now? Do 
we wait it out?’” she said. “Everyone 
was laid off. There was nowhere to 
go. Times are tough on everyone, and 
no one is hiring.”

Jacobsen said she interviewed at 
Northshore, but that was for a train 
operator position. Once she learned 
more about it, she declined it.

“Then they’d start calling us back 
again,” she said. “All the downturns 
were hard, and unemployment wasn’t 
that great.”

Lifestyles changed when on layoff. 
Jacobsen said she cut back on her 
groceries, limited her trips into town 
to save on gas and, as an avid garden-
er, she opted to do a lot of canning. 
Vacations and other small luxuries 
were also nixed. 

“You’re stuck. You just can’t do what 
you did before,” she said. “ You have 
to budget for everything. Both my 
husband and I worked in the mines, 
so when one was down, we all were 
down.”

But they always seemed to make 
ends meet. And when they received 
those call backs, they were “happy 
campers,” she said.

After returning to work in 1994, 
Jacobsen took on the job of shovel 
trainer. But that was only after she 
had the union intervene on her behalf 
after she was passed up for the post, 
which had been offered fi rst to a less-
experienced male.

“I deserved a straight days job,” she 
added. 

Jacobsen said she was the youngest 
shovel operator for some time, and 
she eventually went through MSCH 
training as well, which allowed her to 
teach anywhere.

“I run all the equipment — shov-
els, trucks, back hoes,” she said. “I’m 
gutsy.”

She is also one of the only persons 
to survive an explosion. On March 4, 
1998, she hit 1,000 pounds of explo-
sives in a shovel.

“I survived, and am very, very 
lucky,” she said, noting she missed the 
next two years of work. 

The case went through court, and 
once recovered, she returned to the 
mine.

“I made my way back to the shov-
els,” she said. “I still enjoyed it then, 
and I still enjoy it today.”

In 2003, National Steel was sold 
to U.S. Steel and became Keewatin 
Taconite. That also raised concerns 
and created anxieties. 

“We found out we were going to 
be sold, and I remember thinking, 
‘Am I going to have a job?’” she said. 
“We were allowed to stay through 
two sales, so that was good because I 
didn’t know if I’d have a job or not.”

Jacobsen, of course, went with the 
sale.  

Fast forward to today. 
Jacobsen’s last day at Keetac was 

May 15. It was the fi rst time she had 
received a 60-day warning notice, but 
the writing had long been on the wall.

“I saw the downturn in the price of 
iron, and when things like that start 
to happen, we know something is 
up,” he said. “We saw the signs, and 
we’d ask the boss if we were going to 
get laid off. They’d say ‘nope’ and we 
kept working.”

Then the letter came. Overtime was 
cut, and 60 days was up.

Again, she questioned: is this it? Is 
this temporary or permanent?

“I feel bad for the younger kids, the 
ones who’ve just started out,” said Ja-
cobsen. “They’ve lost their jobs. They 
will need to be rehired. Many of them 
just bought houses, new toys and now 
have no money.”

Having weathered so many layoffs 
and being more fi nancially stable, 
Jacobsen said she’s now the type of 
person to take the layoff and give the 
hours to the younger employees.

“I’d rather let someone else work,” 
she added. “They need the money, 
insurance and have families.”

With more than three decades into 
mining, she’s very familiar with the 
yo-yo of the industry. Yet she’s always 
come back.

“You just kind of know you’re go-
ing back,” she said. “Unless they 
permanently shut down like they did 
Butler.”

Jacobsen said Keetac has a long life 
span, calling it a “gold mine.” There 
have been rumors of a possible return 
date, but nothing set in stone. She 
also noted that it’s contract time. 

“There’s still hope. I know we are 
not done, and the union knows it 
too,” she said. “It’s not a matter of ‘if,’ 
but a matter of ‘when.’”

Jacobsen has a few more years 
before she can retire. As long as she is 
able to, she plans to keep working at 
Keetac. 

“It doesn’t seem like I’ve put that 
many years in. It really doesn’t,” she 
said. “But I’ve enjoyed the job. You 
have to enjoy it. Some of it was hard, 
especially the physical work, and 
being a woman you had to prove 
yourself. But I’ve made my way. I’m 
still doing it, and I enjoy it.”

KELLY GRINSTEINNER/

HIBBING DAILY TRIBUNE

Lois Jacobsen of Hibbing holds a photo 
of herself as a young miner. She has 
worked in the mining industry for 37 
years.
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GUEST COLUMNGUEST COLUMN

RICK NOLAN
8th District

U.S. Congressman

TRANS-PACIFIC 

PARTNERSHIP PUTS 

JOBS, MINING AND 

THE MIDDLE CLASS

IN DANGEROUS 

CROSSHAIRS
Defeating the Trans-Pacifi c Partner-

ship (TPP) is the best way to protect 
good American jobs and help prevent 
millions more tons of low-grade, 
foreign government subsidized steel 
— and countless other sub-par knock-
offs of American manufactured goods 
— from being illegally dumped into 
our marketplace.

TPP would cause more layoffs in 
our mines and manufacturing and 
send millions of good paying jobs 
overseas. 

Multi-national corporations and 
foreign governments have negotiated 
this agreement in secret to govern 40 
percent of all global trade for the ben-
efi t of a few huge international busi-
nesses and their executives at the top 
of the economic ladder. It’s imperative 
that Congress put a stop to the Trans-
Pacifi c Partnership and the race to the 
bottom it promises for us all. 

We cannot allow the TPP to move 
forward because the simple truth is, 
these trade agreements are not only 
destroying good paying American 
jobs and the middle class — they are 
causing millions more workers to lose 
wages and benefi ts. It now takes two 
or three jobs to earn the same kind of 
income that one job provided before 
these trade agreements. 

Think about it. Over the last cen-
tury we’ve built the strongest middle 
class in the history of the world with 
Union labor, living wages, benefi ts, 
and protections for health, safety and 
the environment. However, with the 
emergence of these trade agreements, 
American workers and companies 
are now being asked to compete with 
countries that offer little or none of 
these good things. And to compete, 
Americans would have to give up on 
all this progress and give up on the 

American dream. 
Moreover, once we approve a 

trade agreement, we’re stuck with the 
broken enforcement process that goes 
along with it. 

Following the layoffs at Minntac, 
Senators Klobuchar and Franken 
joined me at the White House, where 
top Administration offi cials admit-
ted that the process of enforcing our 
trade policies and agreements against 
illegal dumping of foreign steel into 
our marketplace is ineffective. And 
as we’ve seen this year on the Range, 
what enforcement mechanisms we do 
have are full of loopholes that allow 
horrifi c economic damage.

American workers and American 
companies produce the best products 
in the world. That’s why I’ve intro-
duced the American Pipeline Jobs 
and Safety Act to require that all U.S. 
pipeline projects be built with Ameri-

ca steel that is manufactured with iron
ore mined, processed or reprocessed 
in America. 

And that’s why I’m continuing to 
fi ght hard for “Buy American Steel” 
provisions for every federal project 
— most especially in transportation 
legislation to build and rebuild our 
highways, bridges, railroads, airports, 
harbors, pipelines and ports. America 
produces a superior grade of steel — 
and buying it is good for jobs, good 
for our economy, good for our envi-
ronment and good for our health and 
safety.

The Trans-Pacifi c Partnership 
advances none of these things for 
America, and we need to send it to 
the scrap heap of history. 

MARK SAUER/MESABI DAILY NEWS

The Miners Memorial Building parking lot was fi lled with more than 2,000 steel
industry supporters for a Save our Steel rally.
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ALLETE Chairman; President & CEO Al Hodnik in his offi ce in Duluth.

He’s been through mining 
downturns — 5 times

AL HODNIK: ALLETE CEO

BILL HANNA

MESABI DAILY NEWS

DULUTH — Al Hodnik has been 
through these mining downturns be-
fore, too many times.

“I’ve lived through fi ve or six of 
these. I was laid off in the 1980s from 
Minnesota Power when things got re-
ally, really bad,” said Hodnik, who is 
now chairman, president and CEO of 
ALLETE Inc., the Duluth-based energy 
company that includes Minnesota 
Power. 

“It eats at you. You hurt for the 

people most affected.”
Hodnik, originally from the Iron 

Range and a former mayor of Aurora, 
fully knows and understands the un-
certainty that comes with a dip in the 
mining economy. 

Iron Range toughness and resiliency 
is the bedrock of Hodnik’s character.

“I was born and raised on the 
Range. The Range courses through the 
deepest marrow of my bones.

“I get irritated that so many in the 
state and nation seem to have forgot-
ten the rich legacy of the Iron Range 

and how much we did for the coun-
try. It saddens me,” Hodnik said.

The current mining diffi culties won’t 
last, Hodnik said, just as they didn’t 
during the other times of woe.

The CEO said the challenges to the 
Iron Range economy are different 

with every downturn.
“This one looks uneven and could 

be a little longer. But you don’t know 
... things are harder to predict in the 
global economy that so impacts us 
now,” Hodnik said.

SEE HODNIK, PAGE 32

Al Hodnik is shown with his father and mother.
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“We’ve been through 
this before. We will 
come out of it just as 
strong. But the down-
turns now can come on 
quicker and be steeper 
and harsher.

“This needs to serve as 
a message that we need 
to diversify the economy 
more ... we need to give 
people hope,” he added.

❏
Hodnik has helped 

lead a diversifi cation of 
the company he runs. 

EnergyForward is 
ALLETE’S road map to 
a cleaner energy future 
while keeping electricity 
affordable.

The company has 
already exceeded state 
mandates on renewables 
through a diversifi ed 
energy porfolio that in-
cludes wind, solar hydro 
and retooling coal plants 
to meet new standards.

“We’re bringing more 
renewable energy on-
line, while also realizing 
the importance of coal 
to energy production,” 
Hodnik said. 

The goal of Energy-
Forward is sources of 

one-third coal, one-third 
renewables, and one-
third natural gas.

And that will help 
ALLETE through this 
downturn.

“MP is ALLETE’s big-
gest engine and MP, like 
the rest of the suppli-
ers, is impacted and we 
are having had to make 
internal adjustments,” 
Hodnik said.

The CEO is concerned 
about the lack of di-
versifi cation of the Iron 
Range economy.

“Diversifi cation is 
at an infl ection point. 
We’ve made progress, 
but not enough. We 
should always have a 
strong natural resources-

based economy. But we 
need a more diverse 
economy on the Range,” 
Hodnik said.

“The changes and 
downturns in mining are 
coming at us much more 
quickly and the global 
competition is a big 
challenge. The rate of 
change — asymmetrical 
nature or way forces as-
semble — is new to our 
experience. We must 
meet it.”

Hodnik believes the 
PolyMet copper/nickel/
precious metals project 
in the footprint of the 
former LTV Mine will be 
a big help to the Range 
economy, as will other 

SEE HODNIK, PAGE 33

Al Hodnik is shown in this 1965 photo when he was 6 years old.

SUBMITTED

Al Hodnik as mayor talks with a Zamboni driver in the 1980s. He was a 
Minnesota Power employee at the time.

Al Hodnik’s father worked as an equipment engineer
for Minnesota Power and dumped the fi rst train 
of coal for what was then the Aurora Steam plant. 
There was no Hoyt Lakes at the time.

Al Hodnik is shown in a parade in Aurora. At the time he was mayor.
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nonferrous projects that 
could follow. Hodnik is 
on the PolyMet Board.

But the ALLETE CEO 
feels strongly that Range 
leaders need to be-
come more dynamic in 
promoting economic 
development.

With that in mind, 
Hodnik is promoting an 
economic summit on the 
Iron Range that would 
need leadership of the 
Iron Range Resources & 
Rehabilitation Board and 
representatives of indus-
try, economic develop-
ment, government and 
politics. 

“Ours is not a problem 
of needing more lobby-
ists, but rather needing 
a strong organizer and 
aligner of resources,” 
Hodnik said.

“We need to get 
agreement on the cur-
rent state of affairs and 
alignment. We have foes 
who are organized to al-
ter our natural resources 
way of life,” he said of 
certain environmental 
groups and their liberal 
supporters, especially in 
the Twin Cities.

“They are focused and 
well resourced. Our own 
lack of cohesiveness, 
focus and organization 
in the wake of those 
challenges is our biggest 
problem.

Hodnik stressed that 
community, business 
and political leaders 
need to take a good 
look in the mirror and 
then develop a common 
cause. 

“We have too many 
groups and misaligned 
groups. We must get our 
act together,” Hodnik 
said.

❏

Hodnik said he was 
“blessed” to grow up on 
the Iron Range and ben-
efi t from good schools.

He grew up knowing 
the environment of Min-
nesota Power. His dad 
worked at what was then 
known as the Aurora 
Steam Electric Station, 
before there even was 
the City of Hoyt Lakes. 
It would morph into the 
Laskin Energy Center in 
Hoyt Lakes.

“I remember bringing 
dinner pails to my dad 
who was an equipment 
operator and locomotive 
engineer at the Aurora 
plant. He dumped the 
fi rst train of coal at Au-
rora Steam.

“My dad was a tough 
Iron Ranger. Dad was 
a good and gentle man 
and soft-spoken. My 
mother was more of the 
organizer. I think I got a 
good scoop of both of 
them,” the CEO said.

Hodnik’s career 
with Minnesota Power 
included working at the 
Laskin Energy Center in 

Hoyt Lakes, the Boswell 
plant in Cohasset and 
the Duluth headquarters. 

“Having been laid 
off during one of these 
cycles, I feel terrible for 
those who have lost their 
jobs. I suppose it can be 
said, this CEO knows 
both the personal and 
company ends of the 
problem very person-
ally,” Hodnik said.

And now Hodnik is 
leading a company that 
he has been with for 
decades and respects 
immensely. 

“I learned early on that 
Minnesota Power has 
the values, principles 
and strong leadership 
that I learned from and 
wanted to live with in 
the workplace.

“I was humbled being 
asked by the ALLETE 
Board to serve in this 
role back in 2009 and 
remain humbled today 
to lead such a storied 
and impactful 110-year-
old company. I feel a 
real sense of obligation,” 
Hodnik said.

The groundbreaking 
for the retrofi t at 
Boswell 4 in 
October 2013. 
Pictured are ALLETE 
Board Director Jim 
Hoolihan; Mayor 
Greg Hagy; Mike 
Peters; Al Hodnik; 
John Linc 
Stine-MPCA; Jeff 
Paulseth; and Josh 
Skelton.

SUBMITTED

A relaxed Hodnik is shown with his wife; Erika; and 
daughters; Alyssa and Carolyn.
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OUT OF THE MINES AND INTO THE CLASSROOM

BRIAN AROLA
HIBBING DAILY TRIBUNE

A perception is that once mining 
jobs go in the tank, enrollment shoots 
up at Iron Range community colleges.

Turns out, the perception is true 
to some extent, as evidenced by 
higher-education staff gearing up for 
a potential rush of workers looking to 
be trained or retrained.

With many layoffs taking effect in 

the last month, it’s still unclear just 
how many workers might go the edu-
cation route during their time off. 

But looking at past trends, an infl ux 
might be in store. And it’s up to the 
Northeast Higher Education District 

(NHED) — which includes fi ve insti-
tutions in Hibbing, Virginia, Grand 
Rapids, Ely and International Falls — 
and its partners to prepare offerings to 
help the laid off workers put them-

SEE NHED, PAGE 35

NHED PREPS FOR POSSIBLE
WAVE OF STUDENTS

MARK SAUER/MESABI DAILY NEWS
Mesabi Range Community College graduate Rachel Indihar smiles as she received her diploma.
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selves in position to work again.
Enrollment fi gures at NHED colleg-

es show modest boosts in attendance 
in the years after mining downturns 
began.

From 2001 to 2015, the boosts 
kicked in once the downturns started 
— 2002 and 2009 — and then rose 
or stayed steady for a couple years be-
fore tailing off after mining bounced 
back. Hibbing Community College 
(HCC), Itasca Community College 
(ICC) and Mesabi Range College 
(MRC) — the three biggest NHED 
institutions — show the upticks in 
particular. 

Figures for 2015 won’t be available 
until the semester starts in August, 
but offi cials know of the relationship 
between economic downturns and 
college enrollment.

“Overall, when there’s higher 
unemployment, there’s higher enroll-
ment,” said Tracey Roy, director of 
institutional research for NHED.

NHED offi cials also know they have 
to respond to worker needs when 
layoffs happen.

“That’s a huge piece of our mis-
sion,” said Dr. Sue Collins, president 
of NHED. “It’s about what we do. 
Often times in a period of economic 
downturn, people decide that they 
want to start a new career or up-
scale.”

That’s where the colleges come in, 

whether it’s HCC, MRC, ICC, Rainy 
River Community College (RRCC) or 
Vermilion Community College (VCC).

All of those but VCC offer programs 
associated with the mining industry. 
MRC has popular millwright and 
welding programs, for example, while 
HCC offers industrial systems technol-
ogy. 

Of course the colleges also offer es-
cape routes from the mining industry, 
such as law enforcement and nursing 
programs, among others. 

Collins said many who have had 
enough of the mining ups and downs 
retrain for other fi elds. 

“When there is a major layoff, often 
times people come back and say ‘I’ve 
been in this career for so many years, 
but now I’d like to redirect,’” she said.

NHED’s colleges welcome those 
who want to pursue the school side of 
things.

The Northeast Minnesota Offi ce of 
Job Training (NEMOJT) works closely 
with NHED during downturns to 
help laid-off workers pursue training 
or class work that will lead to future 
employment.

Michelle Ufford, executive director 
of NEMOJT, said state grants partly go 
toward a dislocated-worker program 
to pay for tuition at NHED during 
economic downturns. 

“About 65 percent of all of our 
tuition funds were spent at NHED col-
leges,” she said. “They really do have 
their fi nger on the pulse of what our 
local employers need.”

Securing gainful employment is 

the ultimate goal of the partners, and 
outside of credit learning, workforce 
training is another option for dis-
placed miner workers. 

For that, NHED’s Advanced Minne-
sota is the place to go. The non-credit 
courses offered by Advanced Minne-
sota cater well to those who are laid 
off. The courses are short — six weeks 
maybe — and train students in fi elds 
where jobs will be available. 

Trent Janezich, interim executive 
director of Advanced Minnesota, 
said miners who fi nd themselves 
out of work can fi nd options from 
both NHED and Advanced Minne-
sota. Many seek out more training or 
schooling to become more attractive 
candidates once mining work opens 
up again.

“Say you have an employee from 
Mesabi Nugget and they’re looking 
and say ‘there aren’t any mining jobs, 
so what can I do to get myself a good 
job when the mines do come back?’” 
he said. “Utilizing federal student aid, 
they’re able to jump into one of these 
programs to diversify their skill set 
and be more marketable.”

With staggered layoffs at several 
mines across the Iron Range, NHED 
and Advanced Minnesota haven’t yet 
seen a rush of miners coming in ask-
ing to sign up for courses. 

“It’s going to take a little while 
to fl esh out because a lot of them 
have staggered lay off time periods,” 
Janezich said. “I think the fi rst ones 
we’ll see now are the Mesabi Nugget 
or Mining Resources. Those 200 or so 

people who are going to be laid off.”
Group meetings held by the offi ce 

of job training will help determine 
what courses Advanced Minnesota 
should set up, Ufford said. 

For instance, if 15 workers came to 
Ufford’s outfi t and expressed inter-
est in commercial truck driving, the 
course could be set up and ready for 
them in a relatively short time period. 

By the end of the training course 
or class, a better candidate for jobs 
should emerge — whether it’s in min-
ing or another fi eld.

Collins said given the economic im-
portance of mining, it’s usually people 
prepping for that industry. 

“Clearly a big piece of our economy
is the mining industry,” she said. “We 
have a steady stream of people that 
want to prepare themselves for that 
job market.”

With fi ve campuses in all corners of 
northeast Minnesota, NHED is well 
positioned to help.

“That’s the beauty of NHED, fi ve 
colleges across a wide geography,” 
she said. “We want to be ready to 
assist and make sure that we’re at-
tendant.”

Ufford said downturns in the min-
ing industry can lead to angst and 
turmoil, but it can also be viewed as 
an opportunity.

“I always encourage people to con-
sider a dislocation as an opportunity,” 
she said. “And training is a great way 
to do that.”
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BRIDGE OF STEELBRIDGE OF STEEL

HIGHWAY 53 RELOCATES 

OVER ROUCHLEAU PIT
BILL HANNA

MESABI DAILY NEWS

VIRGINA — “It will be 
quite a sight.”

That’s how Patrick Huston, 
Minnesota Department of 
Transportation’s Highway 
53 relocation project direc-
tor, describes what Iron 
Range residents and visitors 
to the region will be seeing 
in the next couple of years 
as a Bridge of Steel over the 
Rouchleau Pit takes shape.

“Understatement,” might be 
a word to describe Huston’s 
assessment of what will be 
a truly incredible sight and 
project on Minnesota’s Iron 
Range.

It will be every kid’s Erector 
Set childhood dream scaled 
to real-life immense size be-
coming a reality right in front 
of them.

The bridge will span 1,100 
feet across the mine pit, while 
rising to a summit that will 
mark the highest bridge in 
Minnesota.

And the bridge will also do 
its part to help bolster a strug-
gling U.S. steel industry. 

MnDOT has already 
ordered $16 million of steel 
for the $180 million to $240 
million project. And when the 
bridge, designed as a 100-
year structure, is complete, 10 
million pounds of American 
steel will have been used 
in the entire project. U.S. 
steel will also be used in the 
shorter Highway 135 bridge, 
offi cials said.

“It takes 10 to 12 months to 
get the steel, once ordered,” 
Huston said. “The fi nal pack-
age plan bid for lighting etc. 
will go out in January and 
February (2016).”

Construction will provide 
a remarkable opportunity 
for residents and visitors to 
watch as workers, tethered 
and hanging far above the pit 
waters below that plunge to 
more than 200 feet deep in 

some areas, scale the rugged 
quarry walls to help forge the 
Bridge of Steel.

The bridge is necessary 
because Cliffs Natural Re-
sources owns the ore resource 
under a portion of the current 
Highway 53 roadway. The 
company has exercised its 
mineral rights to allow for an 
expansion of United Taconite.

The Bridge of Steel over the 
Rouchleau Pit, where iron 
ore was once mined to be 
shipped east to blast furnaces 
to become part of the steel-

making process, is truly an 
enormous project.

Here’s a snapshot look at 
some other features of the 
venture:

� Cost of the highway relo-
cation: $180 million to $240 
million, although it could 
very likely go higher.

� The 2015 Legislature al-
located $140 million in state 
bonds. Lawmakers had previ-
ously OK’d $19.5 million as a 
grant to the City of Virginia to 
relocate utilities for service to 
the Midway area.

� The utilities connec-
tion cannot be strung along 
the bridge because of safety 
concerns.

� Deadline: May of 2017.
� The four-lane bridge will 

be 14 feet high on the north 
side, with a 42-inch-high con-
crete barrier and a 4-foot high 
ornamental fence.

� MnDOT will provide a 
total of $500,000 for aesthet-
ics of the two bridges. But the 
city would have to pay for any 
festive lighting on the bridge 
that would salute a holiday or 

a month honoring a medi-
cal condition, such as Breast 
Cancer Awareness Month.

� The water utilities will go 
underneath the bridge on the 
north side; sewer utilities on 
the south side.

� There will be no gas 
lines on the bridge for safety 
concerns.

� There will not be room 
for a work platform under the 
bridge to work on the utility 
lines.

� The pilings will not go 
into the water and down to 
the pit foundation because of 
costs.

� There will be no deicing 
on bridge because it would 
not be good for the environ-
ment and also the pave-
ment. There will be a bumpy 
coarse-friction surface.

� MnDOT engineers are 
studying how a bridge will 
stand up to blasting in a min-
ing area. But wind on the 
bridge is considered a bigger 
concern.

� Work on the project will 
continue through next winter. 
The bridge beams will arrive 
and be set up in spring and 
early summer of 2016.

� Kiewit Infrastructure Co., 
based in Englewood, Colo., 
has been named the construc-
tion manager/general contrac-
tor for the project, a role that 
allows for an integrated and 
collaborative approach to 
planning, designing and con-
structing a project. Initially, 
Kiewit will provide expertise 
into the project design. Once 
designed, Kiewit will submit a 
bid to build the project.

� MnDOT also selected 
Parsons, a California-based 
engineering, construction, 
technical and management 
services fi rm, to design the 
new bridge for the project. In 
addition, Parsons will de-
liver the roadway, drainage, 
geotechnical, and structural 
health monitoring designs for 
the project.

MARK SAUER/MESABI DAILY NEWS

Construction crews are starting to clear the top of the former mine pit next to Virginia for the construction of a bridge which will span the pit.
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MAGNETATION:
‘Business as usual
for our operations’

LISA ROSEMORE
HERALD-REVIEW

For Magnetation, pro-
duction of iron ore con-
centrate continues for 
the innovative company 
which, despite fi ling for 
bankruptcy last month, 
is still producing both 
concentrate and pellets.

Matt Lehtinen, presi-
dent and chief operating 
offi cer of Magnetation, 
said, “It’s business as 
usual for our operations” 
during a recent phone 
interview from Indiana.

Plants 2 and 4 are 
fully-operational, and 
Magnetation continues 
to invest capital into 
Plant 4 for an expansion, 
he said. Magnetation’s 
pellet plant in Reynolds, 
Ind., is producing pel-
lets.

Magnetation, which 
grew very quickly from 
its beginnings in 2006, 
announced the indefi -
nite idling of its original 
plant, Plant 1 in Keewa-
tin, in February. In May, 
Steel Dynamics, the par-
ent company of Mesabi 
Nugget, announced 
the idling of Plant 3 in 
Chisholm for at least two 
years. Magnetation is 
part-owner in Plant 3.

Magnetation, LLC  
fi led for Chapter 11 
bankruptcy to reorga-
nize its fi nances in early 

May. A statement from 
Magnetation announc-
ing the fi ling identifi ed 
“the drastic fall in iron 
ore prices” as the gen-
eral basis for Magneta-
tion’s situation.

“Think of it as refi -
nancing your mortgage,” 
Lehtinen said in that 
May statement. “We’re 
entering into a process 
to reduce our debt 
burden...We take pride 
in being a local Grand 
Rapids company and 
through this process we 
expect our local busi-
ness to remain intact.”

In his recent phone 
interview, Lehtinen said 
Magnetation’s investors 
are pleased with the 
company and that the 
“bankruptcy process is 
progressing,” but it is 
unknown how long the 
reorganization process 
will last. He also added 
that Magnetation has a 
good relationship with 
its partner, AK Steel.

While global steel 
markets remain uncer-
tain, Magnetation is still 
the lowest-cost produc-
er, he said.

“All operations are 
performing well,” 
Lehtinen said, add-
ing that was due to the 
hard-working and skilled 
workforce that Magneta-
tion has assembled.

• Magnetation em-

ploys 457 workers, 
including those at the 
Reynolds, Ind., pellet 
plant.

• Production: 3 mil-
lion tons per year.

• Taxes: $7.5 million 
paid in production tax 
per year.

• Annual payroll of 
$50 million.

• Community involve-
ment: Magnetation has 
supported the Grand 
Rapids Area Commu-
nity Foundation, offered 
scholarships to area high 
school students, sup-
ported area hockey pro-
grams, the Reif Center 
and the MacRostie Art 
Center.

• Short history: Mag-
netation was founded 
in 2006 by Al Fritz and 
Rod Hunt. Fritz worked 
on improving existing 
technology to develop 
the ferrous wheel, a 
machine used to extract 
iron ore from waste tail-
ings by using high-inten-
sity magnets. In 2008, 
Larry Lehtinen bought 
a controlling interest 
in Magnetation and in 
February 2009, Plant 
1 in Keewatin started 
production of iron ore 
concentrate by using the 
ferrous wheel. In 2010, 
the innovative Rev3 
separator was installed 
in the Keewatin Plant. 
Plant 2 near Bovey 

opened in May 2012, 
Plant 3 in Chisholm, 
a joint venture with 
Mesabi Nugget, opened 
in 2013 and Plant 4 
outside of Grand Rapids 
began production in De-
cember 2014. The pellet 
plant in Reynolds, Ind., 
shipped its fi rst pellets in 
September 2014.

When Magnetation 
applied for its fi rst state 
fi nancing, the company 
promised to generate 
19 full-time equivalent 
positions. By July 2013, 

the company had far 
exceeded that expecta-

tion by employing 270 
people.

LISA ROSEMORE/HERALD REVIEW
An interior view of Magnetation Plant 2 near Bovey in 2013.

Pictured is iron ore concentrate produced at 
Magnetation’s Plant 2 near Bovey.
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LARRY CUFFE 

JR.
Mayor of Virginia

Mining: The economic 
anchor for Iron Range 

communities
When mining succeeds our com-

munities prosper. It’s the hand-and-
glove relationship that has survived 
since the early 1900s.  

Through the years, mining compa-
nies have come and gone.  There have 
been mergers, labor adjustments, 
evolving technology, international 
pressures, and changes in environ-
mental regulation at both the state 
and federal levels.  

Despite these challenges, mining 
continues to evolve and remains the 
most relevant economic factor on the 
Iron Range and within the Taconite 
Tax Relief regions. 

The production tax that is paid by 
the mining industry in lieu of property 
taxes is the primary, if not the sole, 
revenue stream for the Iron Range 
Resources and Rehabilitation Board. 

Our children experience excellence 
in education. Businesses and the 
service industries thrive. Employment 
opportunities, increased housing 
stock, expanded tax base, infrastruc-
ture improvements, and economic 
growth are not possible without min-
ing.  

There are opportunities on the 
horizon. New mining ventures and 
expansions of existing mines are criti-
cal to the long-term survival of our 
communities. PolyMet, Essar, United 
Taconite, USS Steel — Minntac, 
ArecelorMittal — Minorca, Hibbing 
Taconite, Mining Resources, Mesabi 
Nugget, U.S. Steel-Keetac, Northshore 
Mining, and Magnetation are primary 
contributors to our way of life.  

Major changes are afoot. The most 

important challenge today is the re-
route of U.S. Highway 53.

We have unwavering support from 
our local, county, and state represen-
tatives. There has also been opposi-
tion to this process from elected 
offi cials in metro Minnesota and from 
extreme environmental groups.

Environmental safeguards are in 
place. Unreasonable standards, regu-
latory impediments, and opposition 
that lack a factual basis are obstacles 
to a clear path toward economic 
growth. 

Highway 53 is a U.S. highway that 
provides a direct route to an interna-
tional border. The construction of a 
bridge across the abandoned Rouch-
leau Pit is a huge undertaking. The 
complex engineering and construc-
tion challenges are unique. 

The reroute of U.S. Highway 53 is 
a critical component to not only the 
survival of the Quad Cities, but for 
the expansion of mining operations at 
Cliffs Natural Resources. The results 
are growth in mining operations, 
good paying jobs for future genera-
tions, tourism, and economic stability 
for our cities and townships.

Throughout the United States, 
there are industries that are the major 
contributors to the economy in their 
respective regions. Farming in south-
ern Minnesota; technology centers in 
Minneapolis and St. Paul; health care 
conglomerates on the West Coast; 
computer and renewable energy com-
panies in California; seafood fi sheries 
on the East Coast; and cattle opera-
tions in Texas are a few examples of 

major economic contributors.
Ours is mining. A tradition that has 

provided good jobs, put food on our 
tables, helped shape the fabric of our 
communities, educated our children 
and provided employees with quality 
life skills.

Our communities and our ways of 
life were molded over the years and 
exist today largely because of mining. 
That is as true today as it was yester-

day. 
Mining in Northeastern Minnesota 

will continue to be a force in the fu-
ture and the major economic engine 
that helps our communities grow and 
prosper. 

With one voice we must support it. 
With one voice we must promote it. 
With one voice we must embrace it. 
And with one voice we must defend 
it.  
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UNITED WAY BRACES FOR IMPACT IN FALL QUARTER
MARIE TOLONEN

CHISHOLM TRIBUNE PRESS

CHISHOLM — The mining industry 
and its workforce, along with busi-
nesses from spin-off industries, play a 
vital role in providing funding needed 
to keep service agencies and pro-
gramming for families, veterans and 
children on the Iron Range opera-
tional.

In 2014, between 60 to 70 percent 
of $1.8 million in donations made 
to the United Way of Northeastern 
Minnesota (UWNEMN) came from 
the workforce, according to the 
nonprofi t’s Executive Director Shelley 
Valentini. A large percentage of those 
funds came from the mining industry, 
she added.

For Valentini 
and UWNEMN 
staff, the news 
of layoffs and 
closures hit 
home as they have gotten to person-
ally know so many of the people 
affected.

With no predictability as to when 
workers will be called back, Valentini 
said UWNEMN has to keep an eye on 
the situation and budget accordingly.

“We can’t give out what we don’t 
have,” she said.

In March, the UWNEMN Board of 
Directors was aware of the poten-
tial for layoffs and advised potential 
benefi tting agencies that fund al-
locations would be made based on 
UWNEMN’s availability to do so.

On top of the fi rst round of layoffs, 
Steel Dynamics delivered the news 
in May that it planned to indefi nitely 
idle its operations at Mesabi Nugget 
in Hoyt Lakes and Mining Resources 
near Chisholm.  An estimated 200 
people are affected by the closings.

With the closing of just those 
two plants comes an elimination of 
around $121,572. That amount rep-

resents employee giving and a corpo-
rate match of the employee donations 
from the two Steel Dynamics loca-
tions, according to Valentini.

She said the company has also 
been a major sponsor for United Way 
events, donating close to $13,500 
in sponsorships and a company 
match to employee participation in 
UWNEMN events.

Valentini said there is still a skel-
eton crew at the two operations that 
continues to pledge.  

“We will lose seven month’s worth 
of pledges and corporate match for 
this year and will not see anything for 
next year,” she said.

It wouldn’t be until UWNMEN is 
set to make its quarterly payments to 

benefi tting 
agencies in 
October that 
the impact 
of the recent 
turn of events 

in the Iron Range economy will be 
realized.  

“In October we’ll look at how 
much money we lost and will have to 
reduce money to organizations,” she 
said. “So, it has a direct impact on 
services.”

Valentini said the UWNEMN is 
grateful for the support it continues 
to receive, adding there’s more need 
to operate the programs and services 
provided through UWNEMN pro-
grams and benefi tting agencies than 
ever.

Along with providing funding to 
service agencies in the area, dona-
tions to UWNEMN help maintain 
programs the agency provides to 
families in need. They include the 
Buddy Backpack program, which 
provides school children in the region 
with healthy snacks on the weekends, 
and Smiles Across Minnesota, a free 
preventative dental program for chil-
dren in need.

The agency is currently promot-
ing two of its popular fundraisers 
throughout the region and beyond, 
Ride the Range and Rampage at the 
Ridge. They are hoping for a favorable 
turnout for both.

“We need people to come out and 
participate,” stressed Valentini.

Ride the Range is a motorcycle 
tour scheduled for Saturday, July 11. 
Registration begins at 9 a.m. at Five 
Seasons Sports Center in Eveleth.  
From there the 200-mile ride will 
leave at 10 a.m. and take riders on a 
scenic tour of the Iron Range. A wrap-
up party will be held at the Sawmill 
Saloon & Restaurant in Virginia at 
the conclusion of the ride. Proceeds 
from Ride the Range will benefi t the 
UWNEMN’s Imagination Library 

program.
Imagination Library is a literacy 

program that helps get books in the 
homes of preschoolers. It is one of the 
agency’s most popular programs. 

“People just love it and the kids just 
love it,” said Valentini. 

As evidence of its success, 2,100 
have enrolled in the program and 
3,395 have graduated from the pro-
gram. More than 170,000 books have 
been sent since 2008.

Rampage at the Ridge is a 5K ob-
stacle course scheduled for Saturday, 
Aug. 22, at Giant’s Ridge in Biwabik. 
The event, which was introduced last 
year, raises money for veterans pro-
grams in the area.  

MINING INDUSTRY KEY TO SERVICE INDUSTRY

http://virginiamn.com/tncms/eeditionjump/?page=5K&uuid=a73cdf78-0a8b-5def-9990-dc32c29126d9
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United States Steel Corporation
John Rebrovich

United Steelworkers

Thanks governor, legislators 
for work on sulfate standard

For generations, Northeastern Min-
nesota’s bounty of natural resources 
has made it possible for hard-working 
men and women to build a better life 
for themselves and their families.

Iron mining has long been the back-
bone of our economy. Our industry 
helped expand prosperity not only in 
our region and state, but throughout 
our entire nation. 

The taconite mines on the Range 
made it possible to produce steel used 
to construct railroads, bridges, sky-
scrapers, pipelines, airplanes, auto-
mobiles and many other products that 
have powered America’s economy for 
decades.

Through the years, families and 
businesses in Northeastern Minnesota 
have experienced more than their fair 
share of ups and downs. Today is an 
especially diffi cult time for our region. 
We remain mindful of the many chal-
lenges facing the taconite industry 
right now.

For example, this year’s legislative 
session included a robust conversa-

tion about the application of the 
sulfate standard to surface water and 
its impact on our region’s economy. 
We are the only state in the nation 
with a wild rice sulfate standard — 
something that was established using 
research and scientifi c methods from 
the 1940s.

In addition to the scientifi c weak-
nesses of the sulfate standard, it has 
not been consistently enforced. Dur-
ing the 2015 session, many people 
expressed concerns about the sulfate 
standard’s impact on the livelihoods 
of the men and women who work for 
Minnesota’s taconite mining industry. 
Fortunately, our Iron Range delegation 
and Governor Dayton took a stand on 
this issue to protect the viability of our 
towns, communities and region while 
also protecting the environment.

The Iron Ore Alliance would like 
to express our heartfelt gratitude to 
state lawmakers for passing legisla-
tion requiring the Minnesota Pollu-
tion Control Agency to comply with 
existing law that requires the agency 

to initiate a rulemaking process to 
designate surface waters in Minnesota 
where the sulfate standard applies. 
This legislation and the rulemaking 
process help ensure that the MPCA 
fairly applies the sulfate standard.

Two years ago, the United Steel-
workers and United States Steel 
Corporation formed the Iron Ore 
Alliance, a special partnership that is 
committed to promoting and protect-
ing the 130-year tradition of mining 
in Minnesota. The Iron Ore Alliance is 
a collaboration in pursuit of a unifi ed 
goal — for Minnesota Ore Operations 
to continue employing, operating and 
investing in Minnesota, in a safe and 
responsible manner.

Iron Ore Alliance members are 
good stewards of the environment 
and want to protect wild rice. It is an 
important natural and cultural re-
source that is cherished in our region 
and throughout Minnesota. We be-
lieve that wild rice can be protected 
while also allowing for continued 
operations and growth in Minnesota’s 

taconite mining industry.
In the past decade alone, United 

States Steel has continuously invested 
in environmental improvements at its 
Minnesota mines. Many of the em-
ployees are second, third and fourth 
generation miners. They grew up on 
the Iron Range, care deeply about our 
region, and are committed to operat-
ing the mines in a safe and environ-
mentally responsible manner.

We look forward to the establish-
ment of a sulfate standard based on 
current science that can be agreed 
upon and applied fairly. The Iron Ore 
Alliance will continue working with 
the MPCA and all interested stake-
holders on this issue — because we 
believe the families who live and 
work here deserve the opportunity to 
build a better life, just like the genera-
tions that came before us. 

❏
Chris Masciantonio, United States 

Steel Corporation, and John Rebrov-
ich, United Steelworkers, are co-
chairs of the Iron Ore Alliance.
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JOBS FOR MINNESOTANS:

Advocating for new jobs,
responsible development

KELLY GRINSTEINNER

HIBBING DAILY TRIBUNE

For a quarter of a century, Nancy 
Norr has dedicated her career to 
working with businesses and commu-
nities in our region to drive economic 
prosperity and development opportu-
nities.

“I am passionate about bringing 
new business investments to the area 
that will provide quality livelihoods to 
families and build 
healthy communi-
ties,” said Norr, 
director of regional 
development for 
Minnesota Power, 
an ALLETE Com-
pany.

“As an energy pro-
vider, my organiza-
tion is embedded in 
the natural resource 
based industries 
that have built this 
region, and we un-
derstand that heavy 
industry will be held 
to tough environmen-
tal standards,” she said. “We prove 
every day that we can have a strong 
economy and a quality environment.”

Norr utilizes that knowledge and 
experience in her capacity as chair of 
Jobs for Minnesotans.

“Jobs for Minnesotans brings to-
gether individuals and organizations 
that are equally dedicated to advocat-
ing for responsible industry,” she said. 
“It is inspiring to work together with 
people all across this state that want 
Minnesota to embrace responsible 
growth and provide a quality of life 
for our citizens.”

A coalition of business, labor and 

community leaders, Jobs for Min-
nesotans members are committed 
to advancing job creation through 
responsible copper-nickel mining in 
Minnesota. 

“Jobs for Minnesotans was created 
to educate and provide information 
about the direct and spin-off job 
creation that copper-nickel mining 
can produce for the state, and create 
a platform for individuals and organi-
zations to speak up in support of min-

ing,” explained Norr. 
“This coalition gives 
a strong voice for the 
people who support 
responsible mining — 
and the positive eco-
nomic impact mining 
projects will create for 
future generations of 
Minnesota families.” 

Co-founded by the 
Minnesota Building 
and Construction 
Trades Council and 
the Minnesota Cham-
ber of Commerce in 
2012, the organization 

has grown to represent 
the interests of its nearly 100 member 
organizations and hundreds of indi-
vidual supporters. 

Today, Jobs for Minnesotans mem-
bers represent 55,000 men and 
women of the trades, 2,300 business-
es and hundreds more mayors, local 
chambers of commerce and citizens 
who support the state’s mining future.

“Collectively, from the Iron Range 
communities around Ely to the south-
ern reaches of Austin and Fairmont, 
our coalition speaks for the thousands 
of people who believe in the oppor-
tunity to mine minerals and produce 
the materials essential to our quality 

of life,” noted Norr.
Notable members include the cit-

ies of Hibbing, Chisholm, Ely, Hoyt 
Lakes, Embarrass and Virginia, among 
others; several chambers of com-
merce such as Hibbing, Chisholm, 
Grand Rapids and St. Paul, among 
others; and a variety of businesses, 
like Minnesota Twist Drill, Lakehead 
Constructors Inc., Cliffs Natural Re-
sources and Range Regional Airport, 
among others. 

“My personal goal in life has been 
to help provide jobs for people so 

they can feed their families and live 
good lives on the Iron Range,” said 
Lory Fedo, president/CEO of Hibbing 
Area Chamber of Commerce and 
Jobs for Minnesotans board member. 
“This is an outcome of my childhood 
in Upper Michigan where I witnesses 
fi rst-hand some diffi cult mine closures 
and devastation to families and com-
munities. Here, we have the opportu-
nity to secure a more diverse eco-
nomic future that includes taconite, 
copper-nickel and other mineral 

SEE JOBS, PAGE 43

NANCY NORR
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mining. I want my personal impact to 
be seen in mining jobs as well as indi-
rect jobs and businesses available as a 
result of mining. Jobs for Minnesotans 
has provided me the opportunity to 
accomplish that goal.”

The board of directors currently 
includes 11 individuals, who Norr 
said work tirelessly to ensure there are 
opportunities for the next generation 
by advocating for the development of 
strategic metals mining. 

“We understand the challenges of 
mining as a whole and of developing 
a new type of mining industry in our 
region, so we’ve built a unique coali-
tion that supports the industry and the 
economic benefi ts it generates,” said 
Fedo. “A particularly striking area of 
success is our ability to marshal peo-
ple and resources to meet challenges 
— whether it be to attend and engage 
during hearings, provide support and 
information to key decision makers, 
or disseminate accurate information 
on current and future mining projects. 
There is nothing passive about Jobs 
for Minnesotans. Our coalition is 
committed, smart, determined, vision-
ary and hard-working — just like the 
people who live here.”

Jon Cherry, president and CEO of 
PolyMet Mining, praised the coali-
tion’s work.

“Jobs for Minnesotans is a great ex-
ample of the passion for responsible 
mining that exists on the Iron Range 
and across Minnesota,” he said. “We 
remain humbled by the commitment, 
leadership and tenacity of everyone 
represented by this coalition. This 
kind of work is invaluable to make 
projects move forward and put people 
to work, and we cannot thank Jobs for 
Minnesotans enough for their efforts 
on behalf of all of their stakeholders.”

❏
The mission of Jobs for Minneso-

tans is simple: to support job creation 
through the responsible development 
of copper-nickel mining projects.

PolyMet Mining and Twin Metals 
Minnesota are two companies pursu-
ing the development of copper-nickel 
mines here in northern Minnesota. 

PolyMet is in the advanced stage 
of a comprehensive environmental 
review and permitting process to 
develop a new mine and restore exist-
ing facilities, according to Jobs for 
Minnesotans.

Twin Metals has completed its 
prefeasibility study (PFS) and the next 
steps in project development involve 
further detailed engineering, eco-
nomic and environmental assessment 
of the PFS Technical Report mine plan 
and culminating in the development 
of a formal Mine Plan of Operation.

“With the potential to create more 
than 1,000 full-time mining jobs and 
well over 2,000 spinoff jobs from 
PolyMet Mining and Twin Metals 
Minnesota alone, our state has a 
phenomenal opportunity to provide a 
needed boost to the economy,” said 
Norr. 

Moreover, for each job in the min-
ing industry, an additional 1.8 spinoff 
jobs are created in other industries, 
such manufacturing, retail, restaurants 
and green energy, according to a 
2012 study conducted by the Labovitz 
School of Business and Economics at 
the University of Minnesota-Duluth.

“In addition to job creation, copper-

nickel mining projects will generate 
tens of millions of dollars annually 
in federal, state and local tax rev-
enues,” said Norr. “Our organization 
advocates for the emerging precious 
metals industry that represents a new 
era of mining for the Iron Range and 
Minnesota as a whole.” 

The coalition accomplishes this by 
educating and providing information 
about the job creation and positive 
economic impact copper-nickel min-
ing will bring to the state. Coalition 
members also serve as a platform 
to drive advocacy, encouraging job 
supporters to share their viewpoints 
and take action to support the largest 
potential job creator in the state of 
Minnesota.

“Our activities are varied and ongo-
ing,” said Norr. “We’ve met one-on-
one with state and federal legislative 
offi cials to let them know the im-
portance of this industry regionally, 
statewide and nationally. Our sup-
porters have mobilized to share their 
perspectives at public hearings and 
local meetings. With a very active and 
connected board of directors, much 
of our work is based on one-on-one 
conversations.”

Given that mining touches so many 
in the region on a personal level, Norr 
describes that the coalition’s educa-
tion efforts as robust. 

“Our focus continues to be ensuring 
our children and grandchildren have 
the opportunity to have good jobs in 
mining, raise their own families and 
thrive in this great state,” she said.

According to Jobs for Minnesotans, 
strategic metals will also bring new 
investments in education as well as 
millions of dollars in tax revenues. 
The Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR) estimates that current strategic 
metals mining projects will generate 
more than $2 billion for the Min-
nesota Permanent School Trust Fund, 
which provides revenue for every 
school district in Minnesota.

❏
While Jobs for Minnesotans aims to 

reach multiple audiences, coalition 
members focus primarily on public 
offi cials and those in a position of 
infl uence, or in Norr’s words, “our 
extensive network of business and 
labor allies across the state of Minne-
sota and the communities in our own 
backyard.”

Since formation in 2012, she said 
the coalition has made great strides. 
Their efforts have also led to in-
creased engagement from others.

“With education, people under-
stand the importance of responsible 
copper-nickel mining to our eco-
nomic well-being. It is very power-
ful to stand at the podium or visit a 
legislator’s offi ce with a team made 
up of business, labor and community 
leaders,” said Norr. “Jobs for Minne-
sotans members have been told that 
we are fi nally fi lling a void for the 
silent majority who support responsi-
ble development, but have not known 
how to become more fully engaged in 
a grassroots effort.”

And the efforts are not likely to 
wane any time soon. 

“With copper-nickel mining proj-
ects still in the pipeline, we’re excited 
to support the communities who ea-
gerly anticipate the thousands of jobs 
that are on the horizon,” she said. 
“We will be educating, informing 
and advocating to get PolyMet, Twin 
Metals Minnesota and other projects 
up and running to put our neighbors 

to work.”
The most troubled job sectors in 

the state have been construction and 
manufacturing since the recession, 
according to the Minnesota Depart-
ment of Employment and Economic 
Development (DEED). The strategic 
metals mining industry is the eco-
nomic opportunity and job creator 
that Minnesota needs. 

“No other industry in Minnesota 
will be able to provide the amount 
and breadth of well-paying jobs 
across sectors as the strategic met-
als mining industry,” states coalition 
materials.

Norr added that jobs and economic 
development can occur while pre-
serving Minnesota wilderness efforts 
continue as well. 

“Mining and tourism can coexist 
and have done so for more than 130 
years in Minnesota,” she said. “Ad-
vanced mining technologies allow 
for future mining to coexist with our 
beloved environment and there are 
numerous state and federal regulatory 
agencies that have a thorough process 
in place to ensure mining projects are 
environmentally responsible. We trust 
the process that guides the approval 
of these projects and look forward to 
a new era of responsible mining in 
Minnesota.”

❏
Doug Connell, senior vice president 

at Barr Engineering Company and 
Jobs for Minnesotans board member, 
fi rst learned of the potential eco-
nomic impact of northern Minnesota’s 
copper-nickel mineral resources when 
he worked for the U.S. Bureau of 
Mines and Minnesota DNR while in 
college in the late 1970s. He said he 
values the coalition’s goals of inform-
ing the public about the economic, 
technical and public policy aspects 
that are important to well-considered 
decisions about how to safely utilize 
these resources.

“As these projects move through 
the rigorous state and federal envi-
ronmental review and permitting 
process, one measure of success can 
be defi ned as fair, objective consider-
ation of the projects against the state 
and federal standards for environmen-
tal protection, fi nancial assurance, 
etc,” he said. “This is in contrast to 

a failure of these processes resulting 
in arbitrary decisions that leads to 
these projects unfairly being blocked 
or delayed. Ultimately, success will 
be to see the responsible utilization 
of these resources and harmonious 
coexistence of both mineral develop-
ment and the other amazing natural 
resources of northern Minnesota.”

For Jason George, director of spe-
cial projects at International Union 
of Operating Engineers Local 49 and 
Jobs for Minnesotans board member, 
real success is only measured in the 
fi nal score. 

“Only when the copper-nickel 
mining industry is allowed to exist 
in Minnesota, to mine safely, and to 
create good-paying construction and 
operation jobs will we be successful,” 
he said. “In the long-term, success 
will come when we take this fi rst 
victory, and the successful model of 
industry support we established, to 
win the fi ght for more good-paying 
jobs in natural resources industries 
across the state.” 

Referring to the opposition as “en-
emies of progress,” George described 
the opposition as “a serious threat to 
the economic security and prosperity 
for millions of Minnesotans.” 

“We have proven that we can have 
these jobs and protect the environ-
ment in Minnesota,” he added. “Busi-
ness and labor need to stand together 
and fi ght so our voices are heard 
and politicians aren’t intimidated 
into closing off these jobs. I’m doing 
everything in my power to ensure we 
are successful and Jobs for Minneso-
tans is the place we come together to 
engage in that fi ght.”

Norr encouraged everyone to join 
in the mining dialogue, and vowed 
that Jobs for Minnesotans will con-
tinue to be vocal.

“We will be successful when the 
voice of support for responsible 
development is louder than the op-
ponents who distort the record and 
create a false choice between jobs 
and the environment,” she said.

To become a member or stay in-
formed about the coalitions’s efforts 
and successes, log on to jobsformin-
nesotans.org.
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ULLAND BROTHERS:
New $8 million facility 

in Virginia
BILL HANNA

MESABI DAILY NEWS

VIRGINIA — Ulland 
Brothers employees in 
northeastern Minneosta 
are getting used to their 
new $8 million sur-
roundings in Virginia.

And they like the 
40,000 square foot facil-
ity.

“It’s really good ... 
really nice. It’s going to 
be a real good deal,” 
said Dave Debevec, 
vice president of human 
resources and safety for 
Ulland.

Debevec, who lives 
in Mountain Iron and is 
originally from Eveleth, 
said the new facility is 
geared toward the com-
pany’s employees and 
customers.

“The reason we went 
down this road is for a 
clean and healthy place 
for employees, includng 
a training room. It will 
be really good for cus-
tomer service. It will be 
clean and healthy and 
strategic for our em-
ployees and customers,” 
said the 14-year Ulland 
employee.

The facility will be 
the base of operations 
for Ulland fi eld work, 
maintenance and repair 
projects. It is consoli-
dating the company’s 
operation into a new 
maintenance garage, 
warehouse facility and 
administration building 
just north of Highway 
135 behind the St. Louis 

County motor pool.
Ulland Brothers is 

among the largest exca-
vating and paving con-
tractors in Minnesota.

The company was 
founded in 1920, when 
Oscar and Palmer Ul-
land began their wood-
cutting business with 
little more than a hand-
saw, an old Ford truck 

and a simple philoso-
phy: Always keep your 
word to your customer, 
always do your best 
work, and success will 
follow.

Debevec said the min-
ing downturn has had 
an impact, but Ulland is 
well prepared for mining 
ups and downs.

“Our workload is 

diversifi ed enough to see 
us through. We do work 
with airports, cities, 
townships, counties and 
schools along with our 
mining work.

“We’re busy at the 
moment. And mining 
is not shutting down. 
Mines are still going and 
need support. And we’re 
a mining company in 

our own right with sand 
and gravel ... mostly to 
support our own opera-
tions,” he said.

An open house at the 
new facility will be held 
on July 11 from 11 a.m 
to 2 p.m. The public is 
welcome.

MARK SAUER/MESABI DAILY NEWS

Dave Debevec poses over the new Ulland Brothers work bays recently built between Gilbert and Virginia.

Ulland  Brothers new facility between Virginia and Gilbert.
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NEED TO DIVERSIFY

Boom, Bust 
Cycle

A way to 
survival

LISA ROSEMORE

HERALD-REVIEW

Layoffs.
Plant closings.
Uncertainty.
Those who live and work on 

Northern Minnesota’s Iron Range 
know there’s a boom and bust cycle 
to mining, and with the recent layoffs 
at KeeTac, Minntac as well as plant 
closings at Magnetation and Mesabi 
Nugget, it’s clear the Range is cur-
rently in the bust part of the cycle.

But it’s not the fi rst time the Range 
has seen this happen.

The early to mid-80s were economi-
cally tough not just in the mining 
industry, but in other industries as 
well. 

A United Press International story 
published in the Mesabi Daily News 
on May 7, 1982, declared that the 
U.S. unemployment rate “soared to 
a post-World War II record of 9.4 
percent in April, with 10.3 million 
Americans out of work.”

The story explained that “large-
scale layoffs among blue-collar work-
ers helped boost the unemployment 
rate from 9 percent in March to 9.4 
percent in April.”

Three days before that story ran, a 
front page story in the May 4, 1982 
Mesabi Daily News reported that 
Eveleth Taconite had announced pro-
duction cutbacks. Eveleth Taconite 
was planning to produce 4.8 million 
tons of taconite pellets, compared 
with 5.9 million in 1981.

The same story reported that 
Reserve Mining, which had laid off 
2,200 employees on March 7, 1982, 
would not be calling workers back 
until May 16 of that year. Several 
hundred of those workers on layoff 
were to be notifi ed “by telephone or 
letter that their layoff is indefi nite.” 
The story went on to say that Re-

serve, which had planned on produc-
ing 5 million tons of pellets in 1982, 
was scaling back its projections to 3.5 
million tons.

In June 1982, then-Minnesota 
Secretary of State Joan Growe was in 
Hibbing for an election judge confer-
ence. In a Mesabi Daily News story 
dated June 17, 1982, she said she saw 
how everyone state-wide was hurting.

“I’ve been traveling throughout the 
state this past month and everyone 
is hurting, especially the farmers and 
small businesses. From my last day 
here on the Range, I see every indi-
cation that things are only getting 
worse. I hope legislators agree, and 
Gov. (Al) Quie agrees to a one-day 
special session for providing short 
term assistance to the Range.”

A defi ant editorial on the front page 
of June 17, 1982 Mesabi Daily News 
proclaimed that the “Range isn’t roll-
ing over and dying.”

“Contrary to what you may have 
read or heard via the Twin Cities 
media, the Iron Range isn’t rolling 
over and dying,” the editorial stated. 
“While the current economic situa-
tion is grim, all of us who live on the 
Range have to be impressed with the 
never-say-die attitude that’s been 
displayed.”

After listing several numerous 
positive events, referendum approv-
als, and that area resort and motel 
owners had reported good business 
despite the nationwide recession, the 
editorial said those was just some 
positive things happening on the 
Range.

“Does that sound like we’re near 
death way up here in northeastern 
Minnesota?” the editorial asked. 
“Hardly.”

While today’s downturn in the iron 
ore market is attributed to a glut of 
global iron ore, illegally subsidized 

SEE CYCLE, PAGE 46

NATHAN BERGSTEDT

HERALD-REVIEW

John, like many people in northeast-
ern Minnesota, has carved out a nice 
life for himself thanks to the prosper-
ous mining industry in the region. Bil-
lions of dollars in mineral wealth has 
been and has yet to be extracted from 
the ground to be used in the manu-
facturing of goods that are bought 
throughout the world; and that process 
starts right here. 

The only problem is that John, like 
thousands of others like him, is cur-
rently running the risk of being laid 
off from his job. John agreed to an 
interview on the condition of anonym-
ity, fearful that anything he might 
say could give his employer reason to 
lay him off next during this particular 
bust period of the mining industry. 
You see, John’s story is not unlike 
any number of other people’s when it 
comes to working in the mines; when 
it’s good, it’s great, but you never know 
when you’re not going to have a job 
anymore due to a downturn in the 
price of ore. 

This, generally speaking, is only 
ever temporary. Employees at the 
different mining operations in the 
area often have a safeguard of several 
months of pay in the instance of a lay-
off, so the hope is that they’re able to 
make it back to work before the sever-
ance ends. But the last big downturn, 
which saw a mass exodus of workers 
and their families away from northern 

Minnesota in the 1980s, didn’t allow 
people to simply count on the cycle of 
boom and bust before the money ran 
out.

“At that time, much of the manu-
facturing base on the Iron Range was 
closely tied to the mining industry. 
As a result of that very signifi cant 
downturn, where 20,000 people left 
the area, that caused some companies 
to go out of business,” said Sandy 
Layman, owner of Layman Consult-
ing, former President of the Itasca 
Development Corporation, and former 
IRRRB Commissioner. “But the com-
panies that survived — the manu-
facturers and supplies that survived 
— moved to diversify their customer 
base.”

Because companies like U.S. Steel 
and PolyMet serve as an economic hub 
in the area, they’ve been a primary 
player in an expansion of industry 
in Minnesota. New businesses were 
originally developed to help supply 
the mines, bringing in much needed 
equipment and other resources to help 
with the extraction of ore. These spin-
offs were the beginning of economic 
diversity on the Iron Range, which 
then begat various other services, such 
as grocers, clothing stores, bars and 
restaurants, and everything else that 
makes a community. But in the 1980s, 
many of the supply businesses, like In-
dustrial Lubricant, realized that they 
were not going to be able to stay in 
business if the mines were their only 

SEE SURVIVAL, PAGE 46

HERALD REVIEW FILE PHOTO

Itasca Economic Development Corporation in Grand Rapids has helped many 
displaced mine workers start businesses of their own or explore new career 
paths.

http://virginiamn.com/tncms/eeditionjump/?page=80S&uuid=50b96c3f-76e9-5883-89da-61cd8107eb5e
http://virginiamn.com/tncms/eeditionjump/?page=80S&uuid=50b96c3f-76e9-5883-89da-61cd8107eb5e
http://virginiamn.com/tncms/eeditionjump/?page=80S&uuid=50b96c3f-76e9-5883-89da-61cd8107eb5e
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foreign steel imports and 
low iron ore prices, the 
downturn in the 1980s 
was similar. A drop in 
steel demand coupled 
with increased foreign 
competition were cited in 
many published sources 
as the cause of the 1980s 
mining recession.

A Minnesota Histori-
cal Society publication, 
Roots: The Iron Range 
In Transition, attributed 
foreign competition as 
a contributing factor to 
the closure of Reserve 
Mining.

“Production at Reserve 
was about 8 million tons 
per year in the early 
1980s,” the article writ-
ten by D. Perry Kidder 
said. “That was before 
the taconite industry 
was hit by declining 
demand and increased 
foreign competition. It 
was principally foreign 
competition, not pollu-
tion (referring to the 
1970s federal court case 
against Reserve Mining’s 
Silver Bay operation), 
that led to Reserve’s 
eventual demise.”

Keewatin and the 
surrounding area has 
been hit by the idling 
of KeeTac announced 
in May, bringing back 
memories of a mine clo-
sure in 1985. 

In May 1985, the an-
nouncement was made 
that Butler Taconite in 
Nashwauk would be per-
manently closed, putting 
450 miners out of work. 
In a story in the July 
4, 1985 edition of the 
Nashwauk Eastern Itas-
can, it was reported the 
plant closed on June 18 
after 18 years of opera-
tion. The story also listed 
several plant shut downs 
from 1980 to 1984, with 
another shut down end-
ing in March 1985.

“The closing of the 
plant, according to Rob-

ert F. Anderson, chair-
man of the M.A. Hanna 
Company, was caused 
by Wheeling Pittsburgh 
Steel Corporation fi ling 
bankruptcy,” the story 
reported.

A story in the Grand 
Rapids Herald-Review 
dated May 22, 1985 
quoted U.S. Rep. Jim 
Oberstar as telling a 
group in Nashwauk that 
the closing of Butler was 
the result of the poor 
competitive environment 
of the U.S. steel industry.

The June 20, 1985 

issue of the Eastern 
Itascan reprinted a story 
from the Mesabi Daily 
News which quoted the 
then-president of the 
Nashwauk Area Cham-
ber of Commerce, David 
Chastan, who main-
tained that Nashwauk 
will endure.

“‘I don’t think Nash-
wauk will die because of 
the mine closing,’” the 
story quoted Chastan as 
saying, adding that there 
was a good nucleus of 
people in Nashwauk to 
keep the town going. He 

also explained that the 
Range needed to con-
sider alternatives, such 
as “producing steel here 
rather than shipping pel-
lets to distant mills.”

A review of the 1989 
St. Louis County mine 
inspector report shows 
that in 1980, 40 mil-
lion tons of pellets were 
shipped from 18 mines. 
In 1982, the low-point of 
the decade production-
wise, 11 mines shipped 
22 million tons of pellets. 
By 1989, production had 
risen with nine mines 

shipping 38 million tons 
of pellets for the year.

Mining Weekly report-
ed in its April 16 issue 
that Moody’s Investor 
Services expects “iron ore 
to remain under pressure 
through at least 2016, 
prompting it to lower its 
price expectations...The 
fi rm fi ngered slower steel 
output growth in China 
and rampant oversupply, 
particularly in iron ore, 
for holding prices down 
for these critical steel-
making ingredients.”

But keeping with the 

boom-or-bust cycle that 
those who have lived on 
the Range for a long time 
have seen, a paragraph 
in a Hibbing Daily Tri-
bune editorial published 
June 5, 1985 could just 
have easily been written 
in 2015.

“The forecast for the 
nation’s steel industry 
is gloomy,” the editorial 
stated. “Others think 
a balance could be 
struck between reduced 
demand, rationalized 
operations and more ef-
fi cient production.”

SURVIVAL
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customers. They, unlike 
the mining employees, 
didn’t necessarily have 
six-months of pay coming 
to them once operations 
ceased. 

Many of these busi-
nesses shuttered their 
doors at this time, but 
those that stayed open 
did so by expanding 
their customer base. 
The mines, for all their 
economic power in the 
region, were simply not 
able to sustain an econo-
my by themselves with-
out leaving thousands 
of people in the lurch 
every few years. Though 
despite the relative 
instability of the indus-
try, many of the workers 
simply accept that this 
is a fact of the business, 
and stay regardless of 
the uncertainty. Fact of 
the matter is that the 
mining industry has 
the highest paying jobs 
in the region; twice has 
high as the area average 
outside of the mining 
companies. For the 
people on the inside, the 
high pay is worth a little 
uncertainty.

“[Some of the workers] 
almost look at it as a 
little time off. So it isn’t 
so bad, if it’s short term,” 
said Bill.

Being the hub of the 
local economy, the mines 
don’t really need to worry 
about fi lling the jobs once 
operations go back to 
full steam. According to 
Grand Rapids Chamber 
of Commerce President 
Bud Stone, about half 
of those laid off won’t 
be coming back because 
they’re retiring or other-
wise moving on to some 
other venture. That half 
will then be replaced by 
workers from the various 
supplier businesses, and 
those positions will then 
be replaced by workers 

from the service indus-
try. Having no real rival 
in the economy, US Steel 
will often have its pick of 
the best and the bright-
est.

That may not always 
be the case, though. 
With changing times, the 
paper industry in Itasca 
County, led by UPM 
Blandin, has had to rei-
magine what its future is 
going to be. Due to new 
technology and a growing 
public demand for clean-
er fuels, a once shrinking 
wood product industry in 
Itasca County could pos-
sibly be on the forefront 
of a new biofuel industry. 
Much in the way that 
the mines have looked to 
nickel, copper, and other 
precious metals beyond 

the usual iron ore that 
they had dug up for so 
many years, UPM may 
fi nd itself taking busi-
ness in a whole different 
direction, one that could 
completely reinvigorate 
the timber industry. 

“It’s going to be a 
major competitor for the 
[mine] employees, you 
can bet,” said Stone. “I 
don’t see the wood and 
woodfi ber industry as 
boom and bust, if you get 
into the right products.”

Beyond simply moving 
to another high-paying 
industry, Layman is 
working to try to get 
more people to start their 
own businesses. The 
current Chairperson of 
the Entrepreneur Fund, 
Layman said that one 

way for the economy of 
northeastern Minnesota 
to remain vibrant is to 
have a wide range of 
different businesses and 
industries located in the 
area.

“These communities 
[on the Iron Range] were 
very dependent on the 
mining companies, and 
there was a prevailing 
employee point of view. 
People fi nished school 
and anticipated becom-
ing an employee. And the 
Entrepreneur Fund was 
started in the 1980s in 
an effort to change that 
and to help people think 
like employers,” said 
Layman.

Growing technology 
has made it easier for 
the self-employed to set 

up home base wherever 
a strong broadband con-
nection exists. In order 
to keep the economy 
thriving through the 
down times of the mines, 
organizations like the 
Itasca Economic Devel-
opment Corporation and 
the IRRRB have worked 
over the past couple 
decades to increase high 
speed internet access 
and to offer incentives to 
new businesses, such as 
customer service com-
panies like Arrowhead 
Promotions. 

When asked what his 
plans were if he were to 
be laid off, Bill said that 
he would defi nitely be 
looking for new work, 
and very possibly a new 
career. Simply knowing 

that he’s amongst those 
on the chopping block 
has led him to begin 
looking for new jobs, 
though the pay cut is a 
defi nite draw back. But 
given the fact that he 
and his wife are expect-
ing their fi rst child short-
ly, he’s been thinking 
more and more about the 
different opportunities 
that the area has to offer 
in order to support his 
newly growing family. 

“From the lim-
ited amount that I have 
looked, it’s a challenge to 
get a comparable job in 
the area. This provides 
a good living, the mining 
industry,” said John.
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Always Supporting 
Mining

A Very Special Thank You to 
Everyone Involved in this Project!

Mesabi Daily News
Mesabi Daily News � Hibbing Daily Tribune 

Grand Rapids Herald Review  � Chisholm Tribune Press

MINEWatch for         Coming This Fall

A.W. Kuettel & Sons Inc.
Accra Care
Acheson Tire Inc.
American Bank
Ameripride Services
Amptek Electrical Contractors
Applied Learning Institute
ArcelorMittal Minorca Mine
Burger King
Casper Construction Inc.
City of Chisholm
City of Hibbing
City of  Virginia
Cliffs Natural Resources
Como Oil & Propane
Deerwood Bank
Dyno Nobel
East Range Joint Powers Board
Electric Scientifi c Company
Ellefson Off Highway Inc. 
Essar Steel
Evergreen Terrace
Ford of Hibbing
Frontier Communications
Grand Rapids GM
Grand Rapids State Bank
Hibbing Chrysler
Hoover Construction Co.
IDEA Drilling

Industrial Lubricant Company
International Union of 
   Operating Engineers
Iron Ore Alliance
Iron Range Engineering 
Iron Range Resources & 
   Rehabilitation Board
Iron Workers Local 512
Itasca Community College
Itasca Economic Development
  Corporation
Jobs for Minnesotans
JPJ Engineering Inc.
Ken Waschke Auto Plaza
L&L Rentals
LaCourse & Envall Attorneys 
  at Law
Lake Country Power
Lakehead Constructors
Laurentian Monument 
LHB
Magnetation
Mesabi Range College
Mielke Electric Works
Mining Minnesota
Minnesota Power
Naylor Pipe Company
Northeast Minnesota Offi ce of 
   Job Training

Northeast Technical Services
NORTHFORCE
PolyMet
Radko Iron & Supply Inc.
Range Cornice & Roofi ng 
   Company
Range Spine Health and 
  Injury Center
Ray’s Sport & Cycle
Ray’s Sport & Marine
Short Elliott Hendrickson Inc.
SIM Supply
St. Louis County
Starkovich Distributing 
Sunny Hill Distributors Inc.
Taconite Tire
Timberlake Lodge
Toner Planet
Tufco Inc. 
Twin Metals Minnesota
Ulland Brothers Inc.
UMD Graduate Engineering 
   Education Program
Viant Crane
Wesco International Inc.
Woodland Bank
W.P. & R.S. Mars Company 
Ziegler CAT
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