
Minutes – CEC Meeting (Cotton) 
April 15, 2015 
 
Present: Jim Takala, Frank Jewell, Roger Sabin, Gary Rantala,  
Others: Mardi Harder, Patty Swedberg, Shirley Lantz, Amy Rager 
 
Chair Jim Takala called the meeting to order at 9:05 am.   There were not enough members present to 
make a quorum; approval of March 25 minutes will be deferred to May mtg. 
 
Introductions were made.    
 
Feature Program:  MN Master Naturalist 
Amy Rager, Extension Educator works with the Minnesota Master Naturalist Program.  She is located at 
the West Central Research Center in Morris.  She grew up in the Hermantown area and has worked for 
Extension’s 4-H program prior to taking this position.   
 
The Minnesota Master Naturalist Program is similar to the Master Gardener program.  There are 
currently 1,800 volunteers – 200 instructors.  It is a train-the-trainer program; training is ongoing. Courses 
available are Big Woods, Big Rivers; Northwoods-Great Lakes and Prairies and Potholes.  Boulder Lake 
trained 22 volunteers at their last session.  There is also a training facility at the Laurentian 
Environmental Center.  They have a Blog every Friday.  Amy indicated that volunteers are willing to 
travel and provide some volunteer hours while on vacations.  Much of the program is on-line.  There are 
many training options ie 40 hours one night a week or 5 days intense.  Each course costs $275 which 
includes course manuals and supplies.  Scholarships are available.  There is an annual conference this 
May in Grand Rapids.   
 
Mardi asked how we can help recruit volunteers.  Amy stated sharing program information and materials 
in our communities is very helpful.  She distributed handouts to the committee.  It was also suggested we 
link the site to our county web page.   
 
The basic training is 40 hours; advanced training is 8 hours per year after that.  Gary asked if they were 
working with any lake associations. Amy said not at this time but they are certainly willing to.   
 
The program is in a partnership with the MN DNR.  In the future there will be a curriculum written for 
each biome.  This summer Sam Ham will present an instructor institute--he is very well known and 
excited to have him.  Buffers are very important--laws are in place but not enforced.  Gary Rantala 
mentioned there is a place in Embarrass along the river that would fit criteria.  Amy said they could 
contact her about working with this site.   
 
Frank asked if the volunteers and instructors numbers are good in St. Louis County.  Amy feels they are 
right on track.  The program has been in existence for 10 years so we are at a good place.  They will be 
working with the Master Gardener program to coordinate background checks, volunteer management, 
etc.  The MG program has 3,000 volunteers statewide.  Amy feels the MN Naturalist program will be 
larger in a few years--goal is for 400 new people every year.  The goal for master gardener program is 
300 per year.  They are trying to target a younger audience.  They offer the program as a college credit 
and as part of a biology class credit.  Technical and community colleges are able to do this.  Anyone that 
has a school they would like to see do this can contact Amy.   
 
There is no formal connection with the 4-H program at this time but are working on a grant for after 
school programming.  Currently an AmeriCorp employee works in Cloquet with youth and families.  Mardi 
would like to see the program promoted.  Amy feels the most rewarding part of the program are the 
volunteers as they are so excited about the program and sharing their knowledge with others.  A 
question was asked about educational background of volunteers.  Amy said 30% of the volunteers have 
PhDs; most have some college education. 
 



Committee members thanked Amy and commented on the excellent presented which was delivered with 
so much enthusiasm.  
 
County Extension Committee Member Appointments 
Patty updated the committee regarding the two vacancies and where the process is at.  The vacancies 
were advertised for and she requested to extend the application deadline in the hope of receiving at least 
a second application.  Three applications have been submitted--Doug Hoffbauer (former member) 
applied, plus two applicants from the Duluth area.  Patty stated applications will be considered by the 
county board and expects final approval to be made at the May 12 board meeting--so it is possible two 
new members could be at our May 20 meeting.   
 
 
2015 Farm Family Selection 
The Marvin Pearson family from Angora has been nominated.  Kendall will meet with them and he and 
Shirley will submit the required paperwork prior to the May 1 deadline.   
 
Regional Director Update 
Mardi handed out a new University of Minnesota Extension fact sheet.  It explains funding sources.  
Higher federal funding has now shifted County support at 21%--higher than the federal level of 15%.  
Grants, gifts and other include special programs such as Snap Ed; 65% of the 800 staff are located in 
greater MN.   
 
2016-2018 Memorandum of Agreement and local position price list 
The MOA is the agreement with University of Minnesota for contracted services.  The position price 
includes a total package of salary, benefits and other expenses.  There will be a 2% increase in 2016, 
2.25% in 2017 and 2.5% in 2018.  In the past St. Louis County has been signing a one year MOA.  Mardi 
talked about the 3 year MOA being another option.  She explained there would be a price savings in 
administrative costs for the first year and on year 3, the percentage increase would be the same (2.5%). 
There would be less time spent on discussion, time, and paperwork.  It is more efficient and there is 
always a 90-day opt out option for each year- if it is one year or three year.  It also will help in budget 
planning.  Currently St. Louis County is 1 of only 7 counties in the state that have a one year MOA.  
Mardi did not have exact figures for amount saved for the 3 year.  
 
Frank stated the change to a one year MOA started before he came on the committee.  He thought it 
happened after Kendall and Bob retired from the University and were hired as contractors for the county.  
He doesn’t clearly know the history, but feels changing to a 3 year MOA is something to look into.   
 
Frank would like to ask the County Board what they were getting from Extension before--and do they feel 
they are getting what they paid for.  Regional systems have been in place for some time now.  He is 
worried about the steel situation.  It could have a huge impact on the county budget.   
 
Next meeting date is Wednesday, May 20, 9 a.m. at Cotton Town Hall.  There will be a NE Economic 
Development Report from Region 3 of Minnesota – with overall economic health.  MOA and county 
budget will also be discussed.   
 
Patty added there could be two new committee members if board approval is given prior to the meeting.   
 
Meeting adjourned at 10:20 am. 
 
Respectfully submitted by, 
 
Shirley Lantz 


