NEWSLETTER
Autumn/Winter 2021

Upcoming Events
County Board Meetings
Tuesday, November 2, 2021
Tuesday, November 16, 2021
Tuesday, December 21, 2021
Tuesday, January 4, 2022
Tuesday, January 18, 2022

Special County Board
Meeting

Tuesday, December 7, 2021 at 5:00 P.M.

Truth-in-Taxation Public
Hearing

Tuesday, December 7, 2021 at 7:00 P.M.
Mille Lacs County Historic Courthouse
635 2nd St SE, Milaca, MN 56353

Meet the County
Coordinator

Mille Lacs County
Budget 2022

Meet the new Mille Lacs
County Coordinator
Dillon Hayes. Page 2.

Learn about how the
Mille Lacs County levy is
determined and the timeline
associated with finalizing the
County’s budget. Page 3.

The Mille Lacs
County Litigation
Update
Read recent updates
concerning Mille Lacs
County’s reservation-related
litigation. Page 14.

Meet t h e
Cou n ty Co o rd i nator

M

y name is Dillon Hayes and I was recently selected
to be the new Mille Lacs County Coordinator. As
County Coordinator, I will be tasked with providing
administrative oversight for county affairs, working

with the Board of Commissioners and County staff to provide for
the efficient and effective execution of the County’s operations.
I was born and raised in Mille Lacs County, and most of my family
still resides in the area. For the last six years I’ve lived a couple
miles northwest of Milaca on 15 acres, where I’m fortunate to have
family next-door and across the road. When I’m not in the office,
I enjoy working outside, riding four-wheeler or motorcycle, and
tinkering with projects in my shop.

Dillon Hayes, County Coordinator

I graduated from Milaca High School before obtaining my
Bachelor’s Degree from the University of Minnesota Duluth. I
started at the Mille Lacs County Land Services Office in 2015

Historic Co u rth o u se No Lon ger
an En tran ce to Cou n ty B uildin gs

and subsequently earned my Masters of Public Administration
degree from St. Cloud State University. In 2020, I made the

The Mille Lacs County Historic Courthouse

difficult decision to leave for the position of County Administrator

located off of 2nd Street Southeast in Milaca,

at Kittson County, splitting my time between Milaca and Hallock,

will be closing its doors and will no longer be

Minnesota.

an entrance into County buildings near the
end of 2021. All individuals seeking County

In 2021, I pursued an opportunity to return home, and was hired as

services in either the Mille Lacs County

Auditor-Treasurer before being selected for the position of County

Historic Courthouse or the Justice Center, will

Coordinator. While we face some challenges, both common to all

need to enter the doors in the Justice Center.

counties and unique to Mille Lacs County, I am very excited to

Additional information on this change will

have this opportunity to return home and serve the residents of

be posted on the Mille Lacs County website

Mille Lacs County.

(www.millelacs.mn.gov) when available.
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Mille Lacs County Budget 2022
By Dillon Hayes, County Coordinator

Mille Lacs County is required to certify a preliminary property tax
levy each September for the following year. The levy is based on
the County’s estimated operating budget for the following year, and
reflects the amount of property taxes needed to fund operations after
accounting for other revenue and expenditures. In 2022, that amount
is $22,339,589, which represents a 24.5% increase over the 2021 levy.
The budgeting process starts in July with individual departments
reviewing historical revenue and expenditure data, using that
information to assemble their proposed budgets. These individual
department budgets are reviewed with the Administrative Services
Office and compiled to form the complete county-wide budget.
Subsequently, staff meets with the County Board of Commissioners to
review the proposed budgets and make adjustments before setting the
preliminary property tax levy.

If you would like to provide input on the budget, review
your proposed property tax increase, or review the budget
and financial data, please visit the budget portal on the
Mille Lacs County website: www.millelacs.mn.gov/2022.
• The ongoing lawsuit with the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe. The Mille
Lacs Band brought a suit against Mille Lacs County, County Sheriff,
and County Attorney in regards to the revocation of the cooperative
law enforcement agreement in 2016. In response, the County was
forced to obtain outside counsel, spending over $7 million to-date on
attorney’s fees. In 2020 alone this accounted for over 16% of the total
levy.

The increase being proposed for 2022 is a reflection of many variables
that have, in one way or another, increased expenditures or decreased
revenue. Some of the variables driving the increase in 2022 include:

• Increasing costs of operations. The volatile health care and
employment markets have necessitated regular increases to both
wages and health care premium contributions. In order to retain
qualified staff and provide a high level of service, wages have
increased each year to keep pace with the market; in some cases, the
County is contractually obligated to make these increases. The recent
exodus of both long and short-term staff to adjacent counties and
private employers has only made the situation worse.
Health care premiums have also increased dramatically year-over-year,
outpacing inflation. Additionally, as a result of a State mandate, the
County is now required to provide health insurance for an increasing
number of individuals who are no longer employed by the County, a
trend that is impacted local governments statewide.

• Historically low levies with respect to inflation and actual costs. From
2006 to 2020 the levy has increased, on average, approximately 2.9%
each year. In that same time period, the consumer price index (CPI) has
increased, on average, approximately 1.9% each year. In six (6) of the
last 15 years, the levy was 0% or negative. This doesn’t account for the
3% levy increase certified for 2021, which has been outstripped by CPI,
which increased 5.3% over the last 12 months.

After adoption of the preliminary levy on September 29, 2021
the County Board of Commissioners and staff will continue
working to reduce expenditures and explore alternative
revenue streams in an effort to reduce the levy before
certification at the end of the year. A public meeting to
discuss the budget will be held on December 7, 2021
at 7:00 pm. The 2022 budget and levy will be finalized
on December 21, 2021.
If you would like to provide input on the budget,
review your proposed property tax increase, or review
the budget and financial data, please visit the budget
portal on the Mille Lacs County website.

Additionally, over the last five (5) years, the County has consistently
under-budgeted expenditures, and over-budgeted revenue in some
instances. As a result, fund balances have been drained to fund
operations; while this has reduced what would otherwise be a higher
property tax levy, balances are now no longer sufficient to fund
operations in the event of an emergency or unexpected loss of
revenue. Additionally, the County is no longer able to meet those fund
balances standards established by County policy and the Office of the
State Auditor.

Your input on the
budget is extremely
valuable for staff and
Commissioners alike
as they work to
reduce the
levy
before
December.

• Increasing costs of out of home placement. In the last seven (7)
years the cost of out of home placement, the court-ordered removal
and subsequent placement of a child outside their parental home
when it’s found that they’re in an unsafe environment, has doubled,
from approximately $1.9 million in 2013, to $3.6 million in 2020.
Approximately two-thirds of this cost is not reimbursed, and is
therefore funded by the property tax levy. In 2020 alone out of home
placement costs, after reimbursement, accounted for approximately
14% of the total property tax levy.
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BUILDING STRONGER BUSINESSES
By Michael Wimmer, Economic Development Manager
The “Building Stronger Businesses for 2021 and
Beyond” training series recently wrapped up workshops
designed to provide businesses and entrepreneurs with
information on digital marketing strategies, employee
attraction and retention approaches, and understanding
business finances. These workshops were held
in partnership with the East Central Regional
Development Commission, the Small Business
Development Center, and the Women’s Business
Alliance.
There was no fee to attend the workshops,
which were offered in a “hybrid”
format where participants could attend
electronically or in person at various host
sites throughout the region. Registrants of
each workshop also had the opportunity
for one-on-one follow-up assistance
through the Small Business
Development Center and the
Women’s Business Alliance.
The event titled “Essential Marketing for
Today’s Business” addressed all channels
that businesses could
use to promote
their services. This
included information on
marketing via social media
platforms, email marketing
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outreach strategies, business website tips, and more. 116
individual business owners and managers registered for
this event, with 25% interested in one-on-one follow-up
assistance.
The event, “Finders Keepers: What You Can Do to Find
and Keep Employees”, offered presentations from the
Minnesota Department of Employment & Economic
Development, Central Minnesota Jobs and Training
Services, and CareerForce MN. Information presented
included regional statistics on employment demands and
labor force participation, current hiring strategies, and
employee retention best practices. Out of 75 registrants,
40% expressed interest in a personal one-on-one followup.
The event titled “Smart Strategies: Understanding Your
Business Finances” focused on providing information
on how to read and interpret key financial statements,
including Balance Sheets, Profit and Loss statements, and
Cash Flow projections. Of 95 registrants, 50%
were interested in a personal
one-on-one follow-up. Video
recordings of each workshop
are available to view at www.
ecrdc.org/building-stongerbusinesses.

LAW CHANGES HOMESTEADING
YOUR PROPERTY
By Daryl Moeller, County Assessor

When Legislatures ascend to the capital in St. Paul,
assessors around Minnesota are curious what laws will
be passed that could affect the way we do our jobs,
or what impact will there be on property owners and
your taxes. In 2021 Minnesota Legislatures passed a
number of bills, some you may agree with and maybe
some not so much. For property tax purposes, the
laws that changed should not have a major impact on
your taxes. In fact, some of them that were passed are
helpful to you.

homestead. A relative is defined as parent, child,
sibling, grandparent, grandchild, stepparent, stepchild,
uncle, aunt, nephew or niece. A relative homestead
does require a yearly application. The deadline
to occupy and apply for this homestead has also
changed to December 31.

Di s ab le d Ve te ran Hom e ste a d –
Surviving Spouse – Caregiver
If you are a Disabled Veteran that is at least 70%
disabled, you may qualify for a Disabled Veteran
Homestead. Veterans that have 100% Total and
Permanent qualify for a larger benefit. Similar to
a regular homestead, the application deadline
requirements have changed to December 31.

Homestead

A couple of changes occurred to homesteading your
property. The old statute required property owners
to own and occupy their property by December 1
and apply for homestead by December 15 to have
your property homesteaded for the next year taxes.
The new law has moved both of the requirements to
December 31. This means that if you own and occupy
your property for at least one day in 2021 and apply
by December 31, your property qualifies for the
benefits of homestead for taxes in 2022.

P r o p e r t y Ta x R e f u n d s

There were no law changes to the Property Tax
Refund, but this article is good time to remind
property owners, that if you homestead your property
or you are a renter, you may qualify for a Property Tax
Refund. This refund is done through the Minnesota
Department of Revenue, not the Assessor’s office, and
you must fill out the M1PR form. The deadline to apply
was August 15, but the forms are still accepted after
that date. Check out this website for more information
regarding the Property Tax Refund:
www.revenue.state.mn.us/property-tax-refund

Relative Homestead

Did you know that if you own two houses and a
relative lives in the second house, that they can
homestead that property? We do have a number of
people in Mille Las County that do file for a Relative
Homestead. The old law had different requirements
for a residential homestead compared to an
agricultural homestead. The law
change that occurred now has both
homesteads having the same
relatives qualifying, which
expands the requirements
for the relative agriculture

If you have any questions about your real estate value
or classification, please contact the Mille Lacs County
Assessor’s Office at 320-983-8311. We are here to help
you.
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ADDRESSING
THE BACKLOG
B y Jo e Wa l sh , C ou n t y At t o r ne y
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O

ur primary job at the
County

“Courts have now
resumed normal
functions, and
everyone in the
County Attorney’s
Office is working
in-person at the
Courthouse to meet
the high demand.”

Attorney’s

Office is to hold people
accountable when laws

are violated. There are four aspects
to accountability: specific deterrence
(punishing offenders to prevent
them from violating the law again),
general

deterrence

(punishing

offenders to discourage others from

functions, and everyone in the
County Attorney’s Office is working
in-person at the Courthouse to meet
the high demand. Right now, trials
are being set at an aggressive pace
that would result in approximately
double the amount of trials being
completed in 2021 as in a typical
year pre-2020, or perhaps even
more.

violating the law), rehabilitation
(providing guidance and resources

The current goal—if everything goes

to offenders during a period of

flight risk. This was done, in part, to

according to plan—is to return to

probation where rules must be

avoid continued, prolonged exposure

normal processing by June 30,

followed), and restitution (requiring

to

close-quarters

2023. By the Minnesota Judicial

offenders to repay victims for actual

incarceration. Most defendants had

Branch’s own admission, this is an

losses). Accountability for violations

no realistic expectation that their

aggressive goal and a best-case

of the law is critical for public safety

case would be brought to trial, were

scenario. From now until then, the

and orderly maintenance of a civil

not being held in jail, and had little

County Attorney’s Office will be

society.

incentive to negotiate resolution of

diligently working to fulfill our core

their case.

function—improve

COVID-19

in

Starting in March 2020, all court

public

safety

through specific deterrence, general

hearings ceased. While initially there

Despite our best efforts through

deterrence,

was a reduction in criminal offenses,

remote hearings conducted by phone

restitution—all while continuing the

that was short-lived. New cases

and video-conference (seen in the

proactive projects proven to improve

continued to be submitted. Court

dip in cases below during Oct. ‘20–

public safety such as Domestic

hearings eventually resumed using

Feb. ‘21), there were a substantial

Violence Court and our New START

remote means such as telephone

number of major criminal cases that

Drug Treatment Court. It will be a

calls and video-conferencing, but

backed up without resolution during

busy few years, but it remains an

the availability of defendants and

2020 and 2021.

honor and a privilege to provide

other witnesses was spotty at best.
With few exceptions, no trials were

rehabilitation,

these services to the people of Mille
Courts have now resumed normal

Lacs County.

conducted during the pandemic
because doing so would risk the
jury, parties, attorneys, and court
staff to exposure to COVID-19.
Moreover,

courts

were

setting

lower bail amounts and jails were
releasing offenders in custody when
in the past they might have been
held as a risk to public safety or a

and

This graph shows snapshots of the major criminal cases in Mille Lacs County
throughout 2020 and into 2021. This is a statewide problem, and the Minnesota
Judicial Branch is exploring possible solutions.
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Enroll in
Mille L a c s C ou nt y
4-H Today!
What is ‘4-H’?
4-H is an out-of-school, hands-on learning program for youth
going into kindergarten through one year beyond graduation.
4-H members belong to a club, we will help you to find a club
that fits you! Youth choose a project that’s interesting to
them and explore it with peers and caring adults. 4-H clubs
are groups of youth who want to learn together and meet
locally.
What can I do in 4-H?
The sky’s the limit! 4-H offers learning experiences in
science, photography, agriculture, healthy living, civic
engagement, crafts, sewing, livestock, dog and horse and so
much more. We have one-day events, year-long projects and
everything in between. You can learn from others or choose
to share your own knowledge.
Love animals... But you don’t own the animal you want to
learn more about? That’s ok we can help you get access to
them!
We have many youth that have a passion for animals, both
livestock and Horse but they don’t own their own animal.
Here at 4-H we want everyone to have an opportunity so
we offer a lease program. No, this does not mean you take
someone else’s animal home. It simply means that you
will go to the animal help to care for it and learn about and
maybe even show it!
The best part of 4-H is it’s all done at your own pace! We are
just here to help you learn and make friends for a lifetime.
Enroll Online: www.4honline.com
Adults… Do you have knowledge to share or too much time
on your hands?
We are always looking for adult volunteers 18 and over to
come and work with youth. Whether you have skills you want
to share with the youth, or just need something more to do
and want to help. We would welcome you!
Contact Us
Mille Lacs County Extension
320-983-8317
Email: asixberr@umn.edu
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U of M Offers Minnesota Master Naturalist Webinars
By Susanne Hinrichs, Regional Director

enjoy the outdoors.
Many sessions are being held online during this time.
Go to www.minnesotamasternaturalist.org/courses and
browse the upcoming sessions or sign up for new course
notifications.
Extension Educator Matt Russel wrote an article that
will help you learn about your property’s past. It’s like
Ancentry DNA for your woods! In this article you will learn
how to find historical air photos,original land survey
maps, title records and more. https://extension.umn.
edu/my-minnesota-woods/how-find-out-what-your-woodslooked-past
On December 3 from 12 -1 pm, the U of M Conservation
Sciences department brings a seminar on the impact of
road salt on our freshwaters. To register follow this link:
https://sites.google.com/umn.edu/
conservationsciencesseminar/fall-2021

I have found that many Mille Lacs County residents
choose to live and play in this part of the state because
of their love of natural resources, wildlife, and the great
outdoors. University of Minnesota Extension has many
educational opportunities geared at adult learners who

Agriculture and Clean Water
By Susan Shaw, SWCD Director
growers (of all sizes) in the next few years?”

T he Mille Lacs Soil and Water Conservation District
(SWCD) is known for providing answers and assistance to
citizens with all manner of questions or project ideas.

We hope to hear from the community how we can help
growers succeed in providing for clean water as well as
food. Contact Susan 320-983-2160 or
susan.shaw@millelacs.mn.gov.

“We do this by providing staff with expertise and
training in healthy soil, clean water and plant
communities.”

Agricultural technician Casey Field was with the SWCD
assisting farmers for 6 years. Some readers may have
worked with him recently. We liked to think of Casey as
“out-standing in his field.” He will be taking a new role as
a soil scientist with the MN Department of Agriculture.
We wish Casey well on his new career path!

SWCDs are trusted to provide information about the
condition of our local resources. We work to ensure soil,
water, wildlife and trees will be available for as long as
possible. We really care about soil that can sustain the
essential nutrients needed to grow food. We want to
understand how much groundwater is available, and
we want to know that its healthy and drinkable without
requiring treatment. We know how important the rivers,
lakes, wild open spaces and forests are to the community
and want to support private management of these gems.

“So how do we decide where to focus our effort? “

In a nutshell, we use local planning efforts to set
priorities and goals. The plans typically imagine future
needs in 10-year intervals, but ongoing input from the
community helps us tailor the right approach from year to
year.
Our agriculture specialist Casey Field left the SWCD. This
prompts us to ask for community input…

“In what way should SWCD invest in farmers and

SWCD ag specialist Casey Field ‘Out-standing in his field’.
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Operation Community

Connect
Written by Beth Sumner, Financial Assistance Supervisor
The 16th Annual Operation Community Connect (OCC) was
held on August 26th as a drive thru resource event. Fiscally
hosted by Pease Christian Reformed Church, the OCC is made
possible by community volunteers and MLC employees. The
OCC is 100% funded by grants and community donations that
benefited 833 people from 193 different households!
This year’s event had the second highest participation totals
in the event’s sixteen-year history. In 2012, 209 households
were served at what has been historically an in-person event
with vendors onsite to assist participants with available
resources.
In an effort to keep participants, staff, and
volunteers safe, it was converted to a drive thru event in 2020
and this year as we continue to navigate through the Covid-19
pandemic. Participants patiently waited over two hours for
their turn. 150 bags were filled with resources and supplies.
The information and goodies included in the bags came from
26 vendors that provide services within our community from
a wide variety of areas. This information brings awareness to
resources that participants may desperately need, but may
be unaware are available. The personal products were made
possible thanks to a large donation from Pease Christian
Reformed Church, MLC employees, BCBS of Minnesota, Delta
Dental, UCARE, and Hillyard-The Cleaning Resource. All of
the ingredients for a healthy meal were the result of a great
collaboration of effort. Mille Lacs Area Health Foundation
provided the funding, Teals Market found the best pricing for
grocery items, and East Central Energy provided the bags.
Children in attendance were able to receive new winter boots
and school supplies. Schools supplies were a big hit and a
new addition to this year’s event with $4500 worth of supplies
available. The school supply donations came from First National
Bank of Milaca, Benton Telecommunications Foundation, and
the Central Mille Lacs United Way. These generous donors
made it possible for 360 children to receive free school
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“Operation Community Connect
is completely funded by grants
and community donations. We are
grateful for this opportunity to help
our community. This year’s event
helped provide resources
to 833 people from 193
different households!”

supplies! Additionally, one
of the most sought after items
every year are much needed winter
boots for kids. This year’s $5000 boot
budget was a donation from UCARE. This
money joined forces with Shoe Sensation
(Baxter, MN) who searched the whole country
for the best deals on quality winter boots. This
enabled 286 children to receive a brand new
pair of boots to combat our cold MN winters.
It is humbling to see the excitement from kids
as they open up their box of new boots!
Finally, as participants exited the drive thru,
160 households received either a grocery
gift card or a fuel card to thank them for
participating. Operation Community Connect
would not exist without the support of
our generous sponsors, supporters, and
community members who all pull together
to make it happen each year even under the
most challenging circumstances. Thank you
to all who attended and volunteered to make
the OCC a success yet again!

Child Support
Awareness
The Child Support Unit works with families
to remain self-sufficient by establishing,
modifying and enforcing support orders
including determining paternity when needed.
The Covid-19 pandemic has created new

challenges for Child Support establishment and
enforcement. Court hearing delays and pauses on
enforcement measures throughout the state were a
common source of frustration for both workers and
clients. Thankfully, Mille Lacs County’s six child support
officers and one support aide were able to maintain a
high level of customer service and collected $4,161,333
in FFY 2020 for the children of Minnesota.
In addition to a successful collections year, Mille Lacs
County was one of only nine counties in the state of MN
to successfully reach all federal performance measures.
Federal performance measures include five categories:
collection of ongoing support obligations, collection of
arrears obligations, timely establishment of paternity,
timely establishment of support obligations, and the
cost effectiveness of the overall program.
The MLC Child Support team currently handles
approximately 1,750 cases split between the six support
officers. Participants are encouraged to call their
support officer if they have any questions or concerns
regarding their case. It is critical that participants
communicate with their workers to prevent unnecessary
enforcement actions from occurring. Most importantly,
our goal is to work with both parties to make certain
children are supported financially.
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City of Wahkon
Completes Stormwater
Management Plan

T

he City of Wahkon has

the information and worked with S.E.H.

recently completed

Inc. to incorporate this information

a comprehensive

into the process for prioritizing future

Stormwater

stormwater treatment projects.

Management Plan

(SWMP) that will be used to plan

Says Roeschlein, “The City of Wahkon

Donna Schindele’s stormwater control project in
Wahkon after the first year.

projects that will capture and infiltrate

has taken the proactive steps to

garden. When I moved back to the

polluted stormwater runoff before it

understand and better manage

Mille Lacs Lake area I wanted to make

reaches Mille Lacs Lake.

stormwater and it is their hope that

sure anything I did to my yard would

Wahkon will use its new Stormwater

citizens, businesses and organizations

be not only lovely, but would also be

Management Plan to understand

will also do their part to protect our

beneficial to the lake. I heard through

current stormwater runoff conditions,

citizens, the environment and Mille

Chris Weinreich (City of Wahkon) that

minimize stormwater increase from

Lacs Lake.”

there was a program through the

new development and recommend

Wahkon resident Donna Schindele was

Mille Lacs SWCD that might help me

prioritized stormwater treatment

eager to do her part to protect the lake

determine whether a rain garden could

projects within the city.

from polluted runoff. She is capturing

be put in my backyard. I stopped to

rainfall from her roof and directing

talk to Karrie Roeschlein, the Wahkon

A post-card questionnaire was sent

it to an area that she has planted to

city clerk, and she gave me the phone

out to gather questions and concerns

long-rooted native vegetation that will

number of Soil and Water Conservation

about stormwater runoff from local

absorb the runoff.

District Technician, Lynn Gallice, who

Wahkon citizens. Wahkon Clerk/

Schindele says, “I have always been

then got me started on the project to

Treasurer Karrie Roeschlein compiled

interested in the concept of a rain

capture stormwater. I have enjoyed the
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I have always been
interested in the
concept of a rain
garden. When I
moved back to the
Mille Lacs Lake
area, I wanted to
make sure anything
I did to my yard
would be not only
lovely, but would
also be beneficial
to the lake.”

project very much,
and am very
excited to see
how the garden will
grow and change through
the seasons.”

Wahkon partnered with the Mille Lacs
Soil and Water Conservation District (SWCD) to
receive a Clean Water Fund Grant to hire Short Elliot Hendrickson Inc.
to develop the Plan. The Clean Water Fund comes from the 2008 Clean Water,
Land and Legacy Amendment.
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The
Mille Lacs
County
Litigation
Update

T

his column has provided updates
regarding the legal dispute
between the County and the
Mille Lacs Band. Such an update
is again timely and while frequent readers
may be familiar with what follows, I want
to provide a quick summary of how we
got here, where things stand, and how
recent events are shaping the course of the
litigation.

requests for summary judgment by the
Band, the County Attorney and the Sheriff.
Summary judgment is a high bar to clear
as it requires the Court to determine that
there are no material facts requiring a trial.
In December 2020, the County Attorney’s
and Sheriff’s request was denied by Judge
Nelson and in January they appealed that
decision to the Eighth Circuit Court of
Appeals.

Background

In March, Judge Nelson heard additional
requests for summary judgment by the
Band, by the County, the County Attorney
and the Sheriff on the status of the 1855
Reservation. Judge Nelson has yet to rule
on these requests, but instead put the
litigation on hold so that the Sheriff’s and
County Attorney’s Eighth Circuit appeal
can be decided.

Does the original 1855 Mille Lacs
Reservation still exist? The Band argues
that the Reservation continues and
covers an area of approximately 61,000
acres encompassing the three northern
townships of Kathio, Isle Harbor and South
Harbor. The County maintains that the
Reservation was disestablished by treaty
and legislation, a position affirmed by the
U.S. Supreme Court in 1913 and 1926.

By: Randy V. Thompson, Esq.
NOLAN, THOMPSON,
LEIGHTON & TATARYN, PLC
1011 1st Street South, Suite
410
Hopkins, MN 55343
Telephone No. 952-405-7171
rthompson@nmtlaw.com

In 2017, the Band sued the County, County
Attorney, and County Sheriff. While
the Band’s lawsuit dealt with the use of
policing powers, its implications are such
that, should the Band prevail, it will reestablish the Mille Lacs Reservation. That
development would raise serious questions
and concerns about property rights, access,
policing and governance that would have
to be addressed and resolved. U.S. District
Court Judge Susan Richard Nelson has
presided over the litigation.
In August 2020, Judge Nelson heard
14

A June decision by the U.S. Supreme Court
clarified the authority of tribal officers to
exercise law enforcement authority over
non-members in Indian country but added
to the complexity of our situation. That
decision, United States v. Cooley, affected
not just tribal matters in Montana, but
caused ripples nationwide. In the Eighth
Circuit litigation, Cooley gave the Sheriff
and the County Attorney grounds to argue
in a motion to dismiss that they would
not have issued their 2016 “Opinion and
Protocol” – the document that ultimately
caused the Band to sue the County and its
officers – had Cooley’s precedent been in
effect. The motion to dismiss was filed in

Third, as noted above, the federal case has a range of complex
issues to be researched and argued. As noted above, most
of those matters are in federal court before Judge Nelson,
but there are questions before the Eighth Circuit and the
separate state court case for legal fees. In addition, the County
participated in a lengthy mediation that resulted in the 2018
Cooperative Agreement with the Band.
Costs have also been incurred by the extensive research and
discovery required for this case. Experts on all sides have
examined historical and legal documents covering more than
200 years while the County, County Attorney and Sheriff have
incurred substantial costs to respond to the Band’s extensive
discovery and deposition requests. Fortunately, this phase –
and the costs associated with it – has largely ended.
The County has borne these costs because few individual
citizens could afford to do so and because of the belief that
allowing the status of the reservation to remain unsettled will
prove far more costly to County and its citizens than carrying
this legal dispute to its conclusion.

August.
In September, the Eighth Circuit Court of Appeals granted the
County Attorney’s and Sheriff’s motion to dismiss in a threesentence judgment. The Band immediately contested the
meaning of the judgment and the Sheriff and County Attorney
have asked the Eighth Circuit for clarification. If the County
Attorney and Sheriff were dismissed from the lawsuit, the
County would continue as the sole defendant in the litigation.

A Sample of the Complexit y
If you’ve traveled to the County’s northern three townships,
you may have seen the recently-installed road signs carrying
the statement “Mille Lacs Reservation – established by 1855
Treaty.” The signs tell just part of the story.
The original Mille Lacs Reservation was established by treaty in
1855, but was ceded to the United States just eight years later
by 1863 and 1864 treaties. Those treaties gave Band members
conditional permission to not be removed from the area. That
“right of occupancy” was then relinquished under the 1889-90
Nelson Act and Agreement. Congress opened all the former
Mille Lacs Reservation to settlement in 1893 and again in 1898.
As further inducement to remove to White Earth, in 1902 the
federal government paid the Band $40,000 to remove from
the “former reservation,” after which nearly all Band members
moved to White Earth.

On a separate but related track, the lawsuit brought in state
court by the Sheriff and County Attorney is also ongoing.
Here, the Sheriff and County Attorney have asked the State
to pay for their legal costs because they were acting on behalf
of the State. This issue is now before the Minnesota Supreme
Court. The County Attorney’s Association and the Sheriff’s
Association have filed amicus briefs in support of the County
Attorney and Sheriff. The Minnesota Supreme Court has not
yet set the date for argument in the case. Should the County
Attorney and Sheriff win, their legal fees in the federal case
would be repaid to the County by the State.

The Band subsequently – and successfully – sued the United
States, arguing that it was entitled to additional compensation
because the entire Reservation had been “extinguished.” In
1913, the U.S. Supreme Court affirmed that the Mille Lacs
Band had “relinquished” the Mille Lacs Reservation, a ruling
consistent with the then-stated positions of both the Band and
the government.

T he Cost s of the Mille L ac s Litigation
County residents are understandably concerned about the legal
fees and expenses in this matter. Even as everyone involved
works to keep expenditures as low as possible, it is worth
remembering that many expenses are beyond the County’s
control. Most critically, it’s important to remember that the
County did not start this litigation but must either defend itself
or accept an adverse default judgment.

As a result, the three northern townships of Kathio, Isle Harbor,
and South Harbor have been under State, County, and City
jurisdiction since the 1890s and were not recognized or claimed
as a reservation by the United States, the State of Minnesota
or even the Mille Lacs Band for at least a hundred years. In the
1990s, those positions began to shift as the Band, the federal
government and – in 2020 – the State reversed their long-held
stances on the status of the Reservation.

It’s also noteworthy that the legal interests of the County,
County Attorney, and Sheriff are not always identical and that
means separate legal representation. Although the attorneys
have coordinated to the extent possible, there are still increased
costs.
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GROW
YOUR
BUSINESS
Advertise with
Mille Lacs
County.
Advertise your business in both the
Mille Lacs County Newsletter and online.

Custom Business Ad Design

Reach approximately 26,000 Mille Lacs County residents
through print media and even more online.

Digital Website Promotion
Newsletter Print Advertisement

Mille Lacs County is offering business advertising space in the
Mille Lacs County Newsletter and on the County website (www.
millelacs.mn.gov). The Mille Lacs County Newsletter is distributed
to approximately 16,375 households in Mille Lacs County in order to
reach its 26,459 residents. This newsletter is also available on the
Mille Lacs County website, with 25,365 website average visits per
month. For additional information on advertising, please visit
www.millelacs.mn.gov/2617.

Reach your community. Grow your business.

www.millelacs.mn.gov/2617

Mille Lacs County Administrative Services Office, 635 2nd Street Southeast, Milaca, MN
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Telephone: 320-983-8486; E-mail: Kara.Fussy@millelacs.mn.gov

Advertising Options
Full Page
Advertisement

Box Advertisement

A custom graphic design full page
advertisement featuring your business
and its services. This advertisement will be
printed in the Mille Lacs County Newsletter
and featured on the Mille Lacs County
website.

A custom graphic design advertisement
featuring your business and its services.
This advertisement will be printed in the
Mille Lacs County Newsletter and featured
on the Mille Lacs County website.

Summary Listing
Advertisement

Basic Classified
Advertisement

A text classified advertisement with the
name, contact information, and a brief
summary of your business services.
Published in the Mille Lacs County
Newsletter and on the Mille Lacs County
website.

A text classified advertisement with the
name and contact information of your
business will be included in both the Mille
Lacs County Newsletter and posted on
the Mille Lacs County website.

Visit www.millelacs.mn.gov/2617 for additional information or contact Kara Vatalaro Fussy
in the Administrative Services Office at kara.fussy@millelacs.mn.gov or 320-983-8486.
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THE GREAT
NORTHERN TRAIL

T

he Mille Lacs County Land Services Office has
been coordinating with area partners to develop
plans for the expansion of the Great Northern Trail.

The Great Northern Trail would, as closely as possible,
follow the old Great Northern Railway corridor, which
travels through Mille Lacs County from Princeton to
Milaca. The trail is currently developed as a bike and
pedestrian trail from Elk River to Zimmerman, and the
plan is to expand north to Milaca. Some folks have
expressed a desire for a mixed-use trail from Princeton to
Milaca to allow the continued use of the corridor for AT Vs
and snowmobiles, similar to the Soo Line Trail between
Onamia and Isle.
On June 16, 2021, the County hosted, along with
representatives from Milaca, Pease, Princeton,
Zimmerman, and Sherburne County, a Public Engagement
Event aimed at gathering input for a proposed route. The
event was held at the Great Northern Railway Depot
Museum in Princeton. Some areas of the original railway
corridor have been sold into private ownership, so routing
around those areas may be necessary. The event was well
attended, particularly from the bicycling community, who
are excited about making the connection between cities.
The Mille Lacs County Master Park and Trail Plan,
adopted in 2017, identifies the Great Northern Trail as a
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high priority, with the goal of developing a Trail Master
Plan, identifying parcels for acquisition, and developing
a budget within 1-3 years. Now 4 years later, we are
underway in moving this project forward to expand
recreational opportunities for the residents of Mille Lacs
County.
The Elk River to Milaca rail route began operation in 1886,
but in 1899, a shorter route to Duluth was developed
further east. The Elk River to Milaca route began declining
in use, losing mail service and passenger service, and
was eventually abandoned in the 1970s. The Mille Lacs
County Historical Society operates the Depot Museum in
Princeton, showcasing the rich history of the rail corridor.
More information on the Mille Lacs County Parks and
Trails is available online at www.millelacs.mn.gov/1176.

District 1
District 2
District 3
District 4
District 5

Mille Lacs County Commissioners

Genny Reynolds

807 N 3rd St
Princeton, MN 55371
(763)389-4613
District 1:
City of Princeton

Timothy Wilhelm
10287 55th St
Princeton, MN 55371
(763)389-4449

District 2: Princeton, Greenbush,
and Milo Townships. City of
Pease.

Phil Peterson

13827 140th St
Milaca, MN 56353
320-237-8351
District 3: Milaca Township;
Cities of Foreston and Milaca.

Roger Tellinghuisen
8868 110th St
Milaca, MN 56353
(320)369-4273

District 4: Bogus Brook,
Borgholm, Dailey, Hayland,
Mudgett, Bradbury,Page,
Onamia and Lewis Townships;
City of Bock.

David Oslin

39635 State Hwy 47
PO Box 377
Isle, MN 56342
(320)676-8621
District 5: Kathio, South
Harbor, Isle Harbor and East
Side Townships. Cities of Isle,
Onamia and Wahkon.

Meet Your County Commissioners.

Learn how your County Commissioner can help you.
Regular County Board Meetings are held on the 1st and 3rd Tuesdays of the month at 9 A.M. in the Historic Courthouse. The
public is welcome to attend. If you have any questions regarding County Board Meetings, please contact the Administrative Services
Office at 320-983-8218.
Your County Commissioners have a vast array of responsibilities, including the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Establish policies and procedures for administration of programs;
Review, adjust and adopt the annual county budget;
Authorize the levy and collection of property taxes throughout the county;
Monitor the overall fiscal health of the county;
Adopt a capital improvement plan covering major county expenditures over a series of years;
Adopt ordinances for enforcement of county-wide actions;
Approve county participation in joint powers agreements with other governmental units;
Represent the county on administrative/advisory boards and commissions.
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Contact The County

Have a question or comment? We are happy to help.
Department
Administrative
Services Office

Duties

Phone Number

•

Personnel Management

•

Technology Services

•

Facility Operations

•

Budget & Financial Management

•

Property Valuation & Classification

•

Administers homestead and other
property tax programs.

Attorney's Office

•

Prosecutes Crimes

320-983-8305

AuditorTreasurer's Office

•

Administers Property Taxes & Elections

•

Marriage Licenses, Birth, and Death

320-983-8310

Assessor's Office

320-983-8218

Certificates.

Community &
Veterans Services
Court
Administration
Land Services
Office

320-983-8311

Land Ownership,
Escrows; Passports

320-983-8304

•

Issues Passports

•

Liquor, Tobacco, Auctioneer licenses

•

Social Services & Public Health

•

Financial Assistance & Child Support

•

Veterans Services

•

Collects Court Fees & Fines

•

Jury Duty

•

Hearing Dates

•

County Ditches

•

Solid Waste

•

Environmental Regulations

•

Land Management

•

Parks & Trails

•

Recorded Land Records

•

Land Use Regulation

Advertising space is now available in the Mille Lacs
County Newsletter! Visit www.millelacs.mn.gov/2617 for
additional information on this exciting opportunity.

Property Tax
Vital Records

320-983-8208

Do you have an awesome photo that was taken in Mille
Lacs County? We would love to feature it! Visit
www.millelacs.mn.gov/2611 or contact Kara Vatalaro
Fussy in the Administrative Services Office at
kara.fussy@millelacs.mn.gov for information on how to
include your photo in an upcoming newsletter!

320-983-8313

320-983-8308
320-983-8458
SSTS Septic Systems

•

Building Permits

Probation Office

•

Supervision of juvenile &
non-felony adult offenders.

320-983-8202

Public Works

•

Maintains Bridges, County Roads,
& County State Aid Highways

320-983-8201

Sheriff 's Office

•

Law Enforcement

•

Custodial care of inmates.

320-983-8250

•

Court-Related Services

Soil & Water
Conservation
District

•

Water Quality & Soil Health Resources

320-983-2160

U of M Extension

•

4-H Extension Office

320-983-8317

Mille Lacs County 2022 budget information is available
on the Mille Lacs County website (www.millelacs.
mn.gov/2022). Read a detailed overview of the proposed
County budget and submit any comments, questions, or
concerns you may have concerning the County budget,
property values, or both, via phone or email. Visit
www.millelacs.mn.gov/2022 for additional information.

Mille Lacs County has a variety of job openings currently
available! Visit www.GovernmentJobs.com/careers/
MilleLacs for additional information on current openings
or call HR Coordinator Karly Fetters at 320-983-8378.

Access the latest Mille Lacs County news & announcements, permits, licenses, job listings, and more!

Stay Connected: Sign up to
receive the Mille Lacs County
Quarterly Newsletter via email!
Register online at:
www.millelacs.mn.gov/2617

"Like" us on Facebook!
Stay up to date on the latest county
news, job opportunities, and more.

Looking for a fresh career
path? Check out available job
opportunities at:

www.facebook.com/
MilleLacsCounty

www.governmentjobs.com/
careers/MilleLacs
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Visit the new Mille Lacs
County website for local news
and announcements, online
access to permits, licenses, job
opportunities, and more.
www.millelacs.mn.gov

