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O n Monday, Oct. 20, 2025, the Hermantown City Council will vote on whether to change the
zoning in the Adolph neighborhood (in the southwest corner of the city) from S-1
(Suburban) to BLM (Business Light Manufacturing). If the zoning change is approved, the city

will be poised for a 1.8-million-square-foot data center to be developed on the site.

Even though most Hermantown residents recently learned about the data center project and its
potential impacts, documentation shows that city officials have been working behind the scenes to
bring the data center to town since May of 2024. They have accomplished this largely without public
scrutiny—by signing nondisclosure agreements (NDAs) with the developer, removing references to the
data center project from public documents, and denying knowledge of the project when they have
been asked about it.

Even though the media began reporting on the data center in May of 2025, city staff refuse to disclose
the identity of the “Fortune 50 company” behind the project. The groundwork done to date has been
carried out by third-party contractors and front companies.

Within the past two weeks, a groundswell of opposition has manifested within the community.

“Preserve the rural character”

Adolph, in the far southwestern corner of Hermantown, is largely a rural neighborhood. Two branches of
a Canadian Northern railroad line pass through Adolph, as do transmission lines owned by Minnesota
Power. A small business district exists at the intersection of Highway 2 and Midway Road. City utilities do
not currently extend into the Adolph neighborhood.

Minnesota Power transmission lines, Adolph. Credit: John Ramos

Citizens of Adolph have never requested big development projects. In fact, the opposite is true. The
city’s 2001 Comprehensive Plan identified most of Adolph as a place where the city should strive to
“maintain [the] rural character, preserve natural features and open space, [and] protect agricultural
uses.”
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These values were reiterated in the Adolph Small Area Plan, which was developed by Hermantown
citizens and city staff in 2015. To “preserve and enhance the rural character of Adolph,” they made the
following recommendations:

Traditionally rural land uses and lifestyles are important and should be maintained

Allow limited, compatible rural home-based businesses.

Large, bucolic lots will help preserve the character and rural lifestyle.

There is no desire for a level of residential density that would [require] public water and sewer
services or private extension of natural gas services.

Participants agreed that, while the area around Highway 2 and Midway Road could support “a limited
amount of additional or improved commercial services,” their recommended zoning plan greatly
restricted development in the neighborhood.

Hermantown Economic Development Director Chad Ronchetti. Source: Linkedin
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Hermantown Assistant City Administrator Joe Wicklund. Source: Linkedin

Project Loon flies in

In the early summer of 2024, Minnesota Power officials approached Hermantown City Administrator
John Mulder to advise him that a company, Mortenson Development, Inc., was interested in building a
1.8-million-square-foot data center campus in Adolph. Mortenson works for an unnamed Fortune 50
corporation interested in Minnesota’s cool climate (to help minimize cooling costs) and the site’s
proximity to the nearby power grid. Minnesota Power was eager to add a new high-consumption
business to their customer base.

The data center concept, dubbed “Project Loon,” was enthusiastically embraced by Hermantown
officials. Assistant City Administrator Joe Wicklund signed a non-disclosure agreement with Mortenson
Development, on behalf of the City of Hermantown, on May 31, 2024.
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On July 8, 2024, city staff held a “Project Loon Discussion,” where they discussed the project’s
requirements—grading plans, wetland delineations, estimated timelines, etc.

Planning efforts ramped up in September of 2024. Emails and related city documents (which were
obtained by the Minnesota Center for Environmental Advocacy and shared with the media) prove that
the City of Hermantown and Mortenson held multiple meetings to discuss land acquisition and
possible project incentives. To determine the feasibility of extending city utilities to the proposed site,
the city hired engineers from Short Elliot Hendrickson to perform water and wastewater modeling
studies, at a cost of $8,500.

In an email to Assistant Administrator Wicklund and Economic Development Director Chad Ronchetti
on Sept. 18, 2024, City Administrator John Mulder reported that Hermantown Mayor Wayne Boucher
(pronounced “boo-SHAY”) was excited about the possibility of the data center. Mayor Boucher also
suggested that staff tailor the city’s Comprehensive Plan to accommodate utility extensions for data
center.
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An excerpt from Mulder’s email follows here:

Mulder email, Sept. 18, 2024. Source: City of Hermantown

Comprehensive sham

Talked to the Mayor

My key points:

Data Center next to MN Power substation

1 billion investment [and] 50+ full-time jobs.

His response was, “wow” …

[The mayor’s] comments:

Should we be talking about this extension of utilities in the Comp plan? I told him that we

did make sure that this area would be planning for Business Light Manufacturing.
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When the data center project was proposed, no one pointed out that building a mega-scale data
center in Adolph would violate both the city’s Comprehensive Plan and the Adolph Small Area Plan.
Instead, city officials began actively looking for ways to circumvent both plans.

The city had hired a consultant, HKGi, to review the Comprehensive Plan in 2022, and that review had
been leisurely proceeding for two years. The consultants conducted online surveys, staffed booths at
community events, and interviewed stakeholders.

During a virtual meeting held on Sept. 6, 2024, city officials met with representatives from Mortenson
and their sub-contractor, Kimley-Horn. Attendees discussed the city’s Comprehensive Plan during the
meeting, and  meeting notes indicate that the “City of Hermantown offered to take advantage of the
opportunity to marry [the] Comp Plan to future land use”—essentially promising to manipulate the plan
in a way that would allow for a data center to be developed in Adolph.

To strategize for the project, on Oct. 30, 2024, City of Hermantown staff met with representatives from
Mortenson and Kimley-Horn in person at Minnesota Power headquarters, in downtown Duluth. One of
the meeting’s presentation slides summarized actions the city needed to accomplish in regards to the
Comprehensive Plan update: “Anticipated completion, ratification, and adoption: December 2024.”

In late 2024, city staff stepped in to help HKGi finalize the updated Comprehensive Plan—which had
suddenly become laser-focused on developing the Adolph neighborhood.

On Dec. 18, 2024, Director Ronchetti emailed Josh Bergstad at the Arrowhead Regional Development
Center: “As part of our Comprehensive Plan update, we are looking at the potential of extending our
[utilities] to the southwestern corner of town. This area is well-positioned for manufacturing, logistics,
and commercial development for a number of reasons. The major limiting factor is that it lacks water &
sewer.”

On Jan. 6, 2025, Administrator Mulder told the Council, “At pre-agenda, we just simply talked about the
ongoing efforts to do a Comprehensive Plan and looking at the possibility of development … [in] the
southwestern portion of the city, including the extension of water and sewer to that corner of the city.”
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Hermantown Mayor Wayne Boucher. Image source: hermantownmn.com

On Feb. 28, 2025, Leila Bunge (a Kimley-Horn employee who was conducting the  environmental review
for the data center site) emailed Community Development Director Eric Johnson to inform him that she
did not believe the city’s existing Comprehensive Plan would justify the development. She advised that
changes would need to be made to it before she could proceed with the review:

On March 3, 2025, Chad Ronchetti advised the Project Loon team that the city needed to gather
information from the Western Lake Superior Sanitary District, related to the data center’s estimated
water and sewer needs. He added, “We have some Comprehensive Planning items we need to square
away before we set that meeting.”

When the Comprehensive Plan Update was approved by the City Council on April 21, 2025, the bucolic
neighborhood of Adolph was suddenly poised to be the site of a future business hub:

My hunch, based on what we discussed, [is] that [the current Comprehensive Plan] doesn’t

meet those requirements currently. If the current Comp Plan does not meet those

requirements, then we need to wait until the zoning and Comp Plan update has been

approved before we start the scoping comment period.
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The five city employees who assisted with the Comprehensive Plan—City Administrator Mulder,
Assistant City Administrator Wicklund, Community Development Director Johnson, Utility &
Infrastructure Director Trish Crego, and City Engineer David Bolf—were all well aware that the
Comprehensive Plan update was required for the proposed data center development.

All five also modestly declined to inform the City Council that they had been working on the data
center project for approximately a year.

Because the city was working with third-party contractors and companies (rather than the Fortune 50
company paying them), their efforts were easy to hide from the public. On Nov. 19, 2024, Director
Ronchetti emailed Administrator Mulder and Assistant Administrator Wicklund, reminding them they
couldn’t keep things secret forever: “John & Joe—Once we enter into actual negotiations with Project
Loon, we will need to let the Council know what we are up to.”

• “Target growth and expansion of business, light manufacturing, and industrial uses in

three general locations on the future land use map: west end of Hwy 53 (Hawkline Business

Park), Haines Road north of Hwy 53 (south of the airport), and Hwy 2/Midway Road.” (p. 52)

• “A future expansion of the City’s urban services boundary [meaning the area served by

utilities] is planned for future business and light manufacturing development in the

southwest area of the city.” (p. 81)

• “Explore options to expand the City’s urban services boundary to the southwest to

support business development.” (p. 86)

• “Evaluate potential and timing for the expansion of the City’s urban services boundary to

the southwest to support future economic development opportunities.” (p. 89)

• “Initiate small area plans to guide development of growth areas—Uptown, Maple Grove

Rd corridor, Keene Creek/Haines Rd corridor, southwest/Hwy 2 area, and Western Hwy 53

corridor.” (p. 89)
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Proposed utility extension to Adolph (lower left corner). Source: Comprehensive Plan Update

“Adolph, not Project Loon”

In December of 2024, Director Ronchetti solicited the services of Braun Intertec Corporation to provide
the city with “technical support services” related to Project Loon. Braun Intertec President Travis Fristed
responded with a proposal on Jan. 6, 2025.

The cost of the contract was $20,000. Ronchetti told Fristed that the city would be happy to hire them—
but advised him to remove Mortenson’s name from the proposal first: “If you want to update the
proposal to remove reference to the GCs [General Contractors] … we’ll be on our way.”

Braun Intertec Corporation is pleased to present this proposal to provide technical support

services to the City of Hermantown under their duties as the Responsible Government Unit

(RGU) for the proposed Project Loon in Hermantown.

Based on the available information and recent email correspondence, it is our

understanding that a project proposer (Mortenson) intends to build a large data center

complex on undeveloped lands in the southwest corner of the City of Hermantown. The

project (titled ‘Project Loon’) will consist of several buildings completed over three phases

(300,000 to 500,000 square feet per phase), with the first phase scheduled for construction

in 2026. Future phases are undefined at this time and would occur west of the first three

phases.
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Fristed replied: “Reference to the GCs in the proposal has been removed.”

To help fund the project, the city planned to ask the state Legislature for $10 million to help the city
extend utilities to the development site. Because it was not possible to conceal this request from the
City Council, staff vaguely explained that they were planning for something in Adolph. Prior to the Jan. 6
Council meeting, city staff had intentionally removed references to Project Loon from their presentation
slides.

When City Engineer Bolf sent Assistant Administrator Wicklund his slide deck for review, Wicklund
responded, “David, made one small update to your slide (Adolph, not Project Loon) as we are not
talking about Project Loon tonight, just [the] opportunity to develop in Adolph.”

Bolf passed this request along to the project’s contractors: “Hi any chance you can update these 4 pdfs
that remove references to project loon and replace with Adolph area utility study.” The contractors
complied.

Land acquisition begins

In January of 2025, Mortenson began sending letters to owners of parcels they wanted for the data
center development—stating they wanted it for “an industrial project in Hermantown.” On Jan. 15, 2025,
Adolph property owner Bob Kohlmeier emailed Mayor Boucher and Community Development Director
Johnson.

Johnson shared a prepared response with staff and the mayor:

Mayor Boucher responded, “I would suggest leaving out the suggestion to contact Mortenson or their
representative.”

I am reaching out to you to find out what the Hermantown project is, so I can prepare for

conversing intelligently about the offer to purchase my Hermantown property with Chris

Bates from Mortenson Construction Company.

I specifically want to know what is being built back of my property. For example, is it a data

center? What exactly is it?

My original response was going to be:

‘The only application the City has received in this area is for a wetland delineation, which

was conducted in the fall of 2024. There have been no further applications to the City, so

there is no information to share. I suggest you contact Chris Bates at Mortenson with these

questions.’

I welcome any suggestions from any of you and then I will respond to Bob.
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Mortenson Letter, courtesy of Mike Ralph

Zoning out

Tailoring the Comprehensive Plan to the data center project was a good first step, but Hermantown
officials knew they had more work to do. They needed to change the zoning of the area from S-1
(Suburban) to BLM (Business Light Manufacturing), and they also needed to update the definition for
BLM zoning to include data centers as an approved use. They also had to accomplish this while
pretending they weren’t working behind the scenes to build a giant data center in Adolph.

On April 7, 2025, when the Hermantown City Council had a first reading of an ordinance to change the
definition of BLM zoning to include “communication service facilities,” city staff explained that they were
merely preparing for a hypothetical future.

Later in the meeting, Johnson explained that they wanted to rezone Adolph because it had trains and
roads.

Community Development Director Johnson: As the city has been going through our

Comprehensive Plan process … what we like to do is look at different trending industries,

different things that are going to happen—you know, things that just weren’t envisioned 20,

30, 40 years ago. So this is the first one before us, adding the Communication Services to

the definitions of our actual ordinance.

Johnson: As I mentioned previously, the city is finalizing our Comprehensive Plan and, as

part of that Comprehensive Plan process, we have looked quite a bit in the southwest

corner of the city … as far as the presence of rail and the public utilities, as well as roadway

infrastructure associated with it. And in the Comprehensive Plan we’re identifying this
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At the following meeting, on April 21, 2025, Johnson reiterated that the city was taking action to better
prepare itself for future, unknown opportunities.

The residents of Adolph had requested none of these changes, and few appeared to be aware they
were occurring. When the changes were reviewed by the Planning & Zoning Commission, on March 18,
2025, only three citizens showed up to speak against them. At the April 21 Council meeting, when the
changes were approved, no citizens spoke.

Protest sign, Highway 2 and Midway Road. Credit: John Ramos

Stonewalling citizens

People who accepted Mortenson’s offer to buy their homes were required to sign non-disclosure
agreements, prohibiting them from discussing details of their transactions. Despite this, word of the
land sales quickly spread and neighbors became concerned about what the city was planning for the
site.

portion of the city be guided toward Light Industrial or Business Light Manufacturing type of

use.

Johnson: As we’re aware, in the Comprehensive Plan, we’re looking at this portion of the

city as a potential light industrial type of use, given the roadway system down there, as

well as the electrical possibilities, and the railroad as well … We’ve been updating language

as we move along, as things become more evident. Once again, as … light Industrial uses

continue to evolve through the years, we thought it just was a good proactive [step] to add

Communication Facilities to our definitions and then look into where these could occur at a

later date.

Mayor Wayne Boucher: So this change in definitions does not set a specific area for that

definition to be applied to.

Johnson: That is correct. That would happen at a different zoning associated with that, at a

later date.





Tim and Kathy Resberg own a small farm on Midway Road, directly across from the proposed data
center site, where they have lived for over 20 years. The Resbergs raise pigs and chickens to sell the
meat. They also board horses and goats on their farm.

Tim Resberg. Credit: John Ramos

Tim, a retired electrician, is tall and soft-spoken. When the Monitor interviewed him, on Oct. 17, Tim
spoke with pleasure of the animals he raised, his completed carpentry projects, the apple orchard he
tended near Midway Road, and the corn stalks in his front yard, which he encouraged neighbors to
gather for Halloween displays. Tim said that the Resbergs’ small farm had become something of a
local landmark when they raised Scottish Highlander cows, known for their distinctive long horns.

Tim Resberg: They were quite an attraction … They were a real docile animal, and gentle. A

lot of people would park up on the road, and then even come down and ask if they could

take pictures with their kids, and I said yeah. And then, with the apple orchard, I decided

what the heck, I might as well hook the trailer onto the four-wheeler, have the kids pick

apples and put them in buckets and then they would get on the back of the trailer and
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Tim Resberg photo of Scottish Highlander cow. Credit: John Ramos

On April 21, 2025, Tim attended the Hermantown City Council meeting to ask what the city was planning
across the road. He stood at the lectern for more than ten minutes, patiently repeating his questions
and listening with skepticism to the officials’ evasive answers.

we’d go out in the pasture and the cows would come and the kids were laughing and

screaming. That’s the best sound there is in the world.

Tim Resberg: I’ve come here to ask questions about the project that’s going in the

southwest section of Hermantown, between the Morris Thomas Road and the St. Louis River

Road and the Midway Road … We would like to have the City Council give us some

information about that, and so far we haven’t heard from anybody … And we’d also like to

know about this [holds up the Mortenson letter].

Mayor Wayne Boucher: Is that a city publication?

Resberg: No, this came from the builders … We would like to know what’s going on, and if

you could give us an idea what’s going on, it would be awful nice, because youse guys are

the ones that started this.

Boucher: To be as diplomatic as possible, I’ll let our city administrator address that

question.

City Administrator John Mulder: We know that there’s private land transactions going on

there. We don’t know all the details of that, but we do know that somebody is acquiring

property. They’re not being…it’s not…it’s not the city’s action; it’s simply a private land

transaction …

Resberg: It’s for this database company that wants to move in.
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Mulder: That’s a private land transaction. That’s entirely up to them.

Resberg: But youse are the ones that okayed this … We’ve heard that … they were going to

send a water line down to this database. Now, do youse know anything about that?

Mulder: We do not have any application for what you refer to as a database at this point in

time.

Resberg: So you don’t know anything about—

Mulder: The city has talked about the possibility of extending water to the southwest part

of the city, because we believe, as part of the Comprehensive Plan, that it is a prime source

for development, for industrial uses, because of the transportation, the railway, and the

electricity …

Resberg: Right now, what you’re saying is that you don’t know nothing about this

database.

Mulder: There’s nothing that I can share about this, about any of that, at this point in time—

other than what’s publicly known.

Resberg: It is our homes and our zoning that you’re changing, and you don’t want to say

anything about it.

Mulder: We’re not changing zoning on anybody’s homes tonight.

Resberg: Well, it’s going to Light Business and Manufacturing.

Mulder: Not on anybody’s homes tonight! …

Resberg: So, in other words, this Mortenson deal with the Hermantown project, youse have

no idea what that is?

Mulder: Nothing that we can talk about, no. We don’t know—

Resberg: Why can’t you talk about it to tell us residents out there what’s going on in our

own city?

Mulder: If a private landowner, private company, wants to buy land, that’s not the city’s

business, because they may or may not be doing something. We don’t know that for sure.

Resberg: Well, evidently, youse have to know something, because you changed the zoning

for it … We’re talking about the residents that are gettin’ a letter about the—

Boucher: Sir? We’re approaching eleven minutes in a three-minute limit, and we do have a

bunch of other business …
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Resberg was replaced at the lectern by Mike Ralph, who lives on the Saint Louis River Road and had
recently received a letter from Mortenson.

Data center conceptual drawing, modified to show proximity of Resberg Farm. Image source: Hermantown Planning & Zoning

Resberg: I was just asking a question, it was either a yes or a no about the database.

Boucher: We don’t have any information about any database thing at this time.

Mike Ralph: Mortenson is looking to buy houses and property in the area of Morris Thomas

Road, St. Louis River Road, and the Midway Road, and the site selection is for an industrial

project in Hermantown in the area of that.

Boucher: Mm-hmm.

Ralph: And you don’t know anything about it? You don’t know anything about it?

Boucher: Not anything that’s public …

Ralph: That’s all I got.
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A rubber-stamp Council

Throughout the many months, city councilors asked very few questions about any of the ordinances or
resolutions before they approved them. Despite the obvious concern of constituents (such as Resberg
and Ralph), councilors did not press the city administration for answers.

The first news article to appear about Project Loon was published in the St. Paul Business Journal on
May 7, 2025: “Mystery Developer Proposed 1.8M-square-foot Industrial Park in Duluth Suburb.”

The following day, May 8, Assistant Administrator Wicklund provided the City Council with a list of
“useful/to-be-used talking points to help with residents.” A selection follows here:

We work with developers regularly and it is not best practice to share their ideas before any public
application.

City staff regularly meets with developers, residents, individuals to see what is possible in
Hermantown. It is common for those interactions to occur, and they are private until there is a public
application for a project.

We certainly have interest in seeing utilities make it to the southwest corner of Hermantown. We are
looking at the possibilities, costs and commitments of what that would take, and certainly it would
not be possible without significant partnerships.

We are evaluating options by studying the feasibility of supporting potential development in the
southwest corner of Hermantown, so we can create a strong and more diverse economic
foundation for the entire region. We know that development would not be possible without the
public infrastructure and we know the public infrastructure would not be possible without significant
private development. Building those strategic relationships will lead to mutually-beneficial
development that will positively impact our entire region.

None of Wicklund’s talking points mentioned Project Loon or a data center.
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City talking points. Source: City of Hermantown

The City Council’s disconnection from the issues at hand were illuminated at their meeting on June 16,
2025, when staff asked them to approve a contract with Kimley-Horn for right-of-way acquisition
services, pertaining to the proposed utility expansion. After listening to Director Ronchetti’s
presentation, Councilor Brian Leblanc said, “This is probably more of an adjacent comment, but have
we had any discussion, at the city level, about how this may affect our rural part of town and maybe
[how we should be] zoning to protect that part of town from development?”

For the past nine months, staff had been diligently working to OPEN that part of town to development—
as Leblanc should have been well aware, given that he had approved the Comprehensive Plan Update
and changed the zoning definitions to include communications services facilities. With his comments,
Leblanc seemed to be harkening back to a distant time that staff had long since forgotten.

Administrator Mulder took it in stride. He responded, “Yes”—suggesting that staff WAS seriously looking
at ways to protect Adolph from development. By this, Mulder meant that the city did not plan to extend
them further once new utilities had been extended into the area designated in the Comprehensive
Plan.
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Leblanc said, “Awesome,” and joined his fellow councilors in unanimously approving the Kimley-Horn
contract.

Looking ahead

Within the past three weeks or so, the general public has become broadly aware of the proposed
changes underway in Adolph—and the response has been astonishing. The Council has received
hundreds of letters of opposition and signs opposing the data center are proliferating in the
community. Concerned residents packed Solway Town Hall on Oct. 12 to organize and strategize how to
prevent the development.

Many residents feel “betrayed”—a word used repeatedly in public letters and comments—by the
secrecy and deceit.

Whether this sudden zeal will have any effect on the development is unknown. On Monday, Oct. 20,
2025, the Council will consider changing the zoning for the data center’s remaining parcels. Only a
single Council vote remains before the data center project can proceed.

While the room is sure to be packed with opponents and proponents alike, the project’s momentum
may prove too high a hurdle for project opponents to clear.

A Monitor request for comment emailed to Mayor Boucher, Administrator Mulder, Assistant
Administrator Wicklund, Economic Development Director Ronchetti, Community Development Director
Johnson, City Engineer Bolf, the Hermantown City Council, two Braun Intertec executives, two Mortenson
executives, three Minnesota Power executives (including Duluth City Councilor Arik Forsman, who has
served as Minnesota Power’s liaison with Hermantown), ten Kimley-Horn executives and engineers, and
other assorted parties on Oct. 17 had received no response as of press time.

Corn stalks at the Resberg farm. Credit: John Ramos
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ST. LOUIS COUNTY

St. Louis County Board manipulated public
process to silence public input on NDAs

By: John Ramos November 6, 2025

St. Louis County Commissioner Mike Jugovich. Credit: John Ramos
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A number of media outlets reported on the events of the St. Louis County Board meeting of
Oct. 14, 2025, but none exposed how the board cynically manipulated the public process to
silence the voices of community members.

Prior to the regular meetings of the St. Louis County Board of Commissioners, the board allows up to
30 minutes for citizens to address matters not included on the meeting agenda.

On Oct. 14, when members of the public filled almost every available seat in the boardroom, most
people were there for two reasons:

They were concerned about a data center project being proposed to be built in Hermantown; and

They were concerned by the recent news reports that three St. Louis County commissioners—Keith
Musolf, Keith Nelson, and Annie Harala—had signed non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) related to
the data center, which prevented them from speaking about the proposed Hermantown
development in public.

Commissioner Ashley Grimm had placed Resolution 25-500 on the morning’s meeting agenda. If
passed, the resolution would prohibit elected county commissioners from signing NDAs in going
forward.

County Board Vice-chair Mike Jugovich was running the meeting. As he opened the Public Comment
period, Jugovich reminded everyone that the Public Comment period was for topics not listed on the
meeting agenda. He also said that, if people wanted to speak about NDAs, they would be able to do
so during the meeting—when the board considered Resolution 25-500.

Various speakers, however, were unable to separate the data center and the NDA topics and many
addressed both. After a few speakers had their turn at the lectern, Jugovich again reminded
speakers to save their NDA comments until the board considered the NDA resolution on their agenda.

After the Public Comment period ended, the regular board meeting began. When the Resolution 25-
500 agenda item was up for consideration, Commissioner Grimm made a motion for the board to
consider it. None of the other four commissioners in attendance—Chair Jugovich, Patrick Boyle, Keith
Nelson, and Keith Musolf—seconded the motion. A second is required for an item to be discussed or
considered for a vote. The commissioners’ silence also prevented citizens from addressing the board.

Commissioner Grimm asked County Attorney Kim Maki to confirm that a second would simply open
the floor for the board to discuss the proposed resolution—specifically, that a commissioner’s second
did not necessarily correlate to support of the resolution before them.

Acting Chair Mike Jugovich: The NDA topic will be on the agenda later … If [your

comments are] about the center itself, we try and separate [that issue from the NDAs],

because one is an agenda item.

Jugovich: For the speakers that are here to discuss NDAs, again, it is an agenda item. It

will be on the agenda … [You can] come up and talk about the center itself, [but] we

have [NDAs as] an agenda item [later] and that’s usually how we work things.

Commissioner Ashley Grimm: In the past, county commissioners have seconded

something even if they weren’t going to vote for it, to allow for public discussion, correct?
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“Great,” said Chair Jugovich. “Second call for a second?”

The four commissioners sat silently.

“Third and final call for a second?” said Jugovich.

All four commissioners gazed into space.

“Okay, motion fails for lack of a second,” said Jugovich. “Next up is Commissioner Discussion Items.”

People in the audience, who had sat and waited obediently for their turn to speak, raised their voices
in protest.

“Use your gavel, Mr. Chair,” Commissioner Nelson advised Jugovich.

During the Public Comment period, Chair Jugovich had clearly told the audience to hold their
comments on NDAs until the matter came up later in the meeting. Because of this, the chair should
have realized he had ethically obligated himself to second the motion. Regardless, he silently joined
his counterparts in shutting out any further community input.

Commissioner Grimm was outraged.

County Attorney Kim Maki: Yes, under Robert’s Rules, something can be seconded for

discussion purposes only. That’s acceptable under the rules.

Grimm: I think refusal to consider this item and to allow for public comment, when we

see this chamber more packed than I’ve seen it for any other session, both speaks to a

total disservice to our community, as well as a striking example of why we need a policy

around prohibiting non-disclosures and increasing transparency with our community. I

have never seen something like this in my tenure on the board …

Of course NDAs make it harder for the public to learn about a project! The point of NDAs

is to hide information from the public. Otherwise, no one would be asked to sign them. It’s

really simple—this resolution, and our whole job, is about doing the best we can for the

community, being transparent, and helping to bring you into the conversation. It’s

absolutely the opposite of promising businesses, “We won’t tell people about county

business.” It’s so simple …

The one thing, and the most important thing, that the agenda item did is it stopped

politicians, elected officials, from being able to start building political will months or years

before the public has any chance to give any input—for the billionaire class, no less …

Who are our bosses?

This was an important opportunity to right the ship and to build trust back with the

community members who are our bosses. I am truly ashamed of what just happened

here.
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St. Louis County Commissioner Ashley Grimm. Source: Campaign photo

Grimm’s fellow commissioners stared at her in silence until Chair Jugovich adjourned the meeting.

As various audience members began to yell, Commissioners Musolf and Boyle quickly scurried out of
the room and disappeared.

Monitor Publisher John Ramos approached Commissioners Jugovich and Nelson with his video
recorder running. Commissioner Nelson nudged Jugovich and said, “Hey, we’re gonna show up on his
blog. That should be fun, huh?”

Ramos addressed Jugovich. “During that Public Comment period, you specifically told people [that]
if there were more people who wanted to speak, they could speak on it—it was coming up.”

“It never made the agenda,” Nelson piped up. “It never made the agenda, sir.”

“So all these people waiting to speak on the agenda item, you just—are not going to listen to them
now?”
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“I never got a second,” said Jugovich.

“Well, you could have made that second. Why didn’t you make the second?”

“I chose not to,” said Jugovich.

“Why didn’t you make the second?” Ramos asked Nelson.

“Because I don’t give a shit what you think, okay?” said Nelson.

 “What was that?”

“I don’t give a shit what you think. Okay?”

“Okay. Do you care what your constituents think?”

“I do care what my people think. And, by the way, she [his body language indicating that he was
referring to Commissioner Grimm] couldn’t pass anything.”

“Uh-huh. What was that you said you don’t give?”

Nelson squared up to the camera and carefully enunciated his words. “I don’t give a shit what you
think, sir. Okay?”

“Okay,” said Ramos. “Thanks.”
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ST. LOUIS COUNTY

22 county employees signed NDAs for data center
project

By: John Ramos October 24, 2025

St. Louis County Administrator Kevin Gray. Image source: Stlouiscountymn.gov
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O n Oct. 13, 2025, the Monitor and other media outlets reported that three St. Louis County
Commissioners had signed nondisclosure agreements (NDAs) with Mortenson Development
Inc.: Annie Harala, Keith Musolf, and Keith Nelson. These agreements prohibit them from

speaking publicly about the proposed data center project in Hermantown.

The data center was already under fire in Hermantown due to that city’s lack of transparency.
Hermantown officials, too, had previously signed an NDA with Mortenson on May 31, 2024. Many citizens
feel that public officials should refrain from keeping secrets about public business.

At the St. Louis County Board meeting on Oct. 14, 2025, Commissioner Ashley Grimm introduced a
resolution which would prohibit elected county commissioners from signing NDAs. Because the
resolution did not receive a second from any other commissioner, the board avoided voting on the
matter. The citizens in attendance were denied an opportunity to share their thoughts on NDAs with the
board.

In addition to the three aforementioned commissioners, the Monitor has recently confirmed that 22
current St. Louis County employees also signed NDAs with Mortenson.

“Standard practice”?

Not everyone objects to the NDAs. Data center supporters argue that NDAs are necessary because they
allow businesses to freely discuss their development plans with public officials.

Duluth Chamber of Commerce President Matt Baumgartner wrote that the controversy was “much ado
about nothing” when he issued a statement calling NDAs a “normal and responsible” part of the
development process. 

On Oct. 21, the Monitor interviewed St. Louis County Director of Economic and Community Development
Darren Jablonsky about the county’s involvement with the data center project and the Mortenson NDAs.
Jablonsky also implied that NDAs were common in county business.

[NDAs] allow developers, investors, and local governments to share detailed, often

proprietary information that helps determine whether a project is even viable.  These early

conversations require confidentiality so that both sides can do their due diligence before

entering the public arena …

If a project advances to the point where public investment, incentives, or infrastructure

support are being considered, that’s when it transitions into the public process. At that

stage, transparency, community engagement, and open discussion become essential and

expected …

This is standard practice across Minnesota and the country, helping communities remain

competitive in attracting investment while still upholding the principles of transparency and

accountability that our public institutions are built upon.

Darren Jablonsky: Our role is to really help projects along. That’s the nature of our business,

to help projects continue forward and answer [their questions] the best that we can. We

won’t have all of the answers, but as the company navigates if they’re going to do the

project (trying to figure out what the best avenue is [and] if the project’s a go or not), we try

to answer those questions … They decide if they’re going to move forward with the project,

and we won’t know until they submit a project proposal. We do thousands of questions a
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When the Monitor submitted a Data Practices request for all NDAs signed by county employees for the
past five years, the county provided us with 23 NDAs:

One NDA was signed by Director of Information Technology Jeremy Craker with the company
Cohesity, Inc., on Nov. 9, 2021.

22 NDAs were signed by senior county staff in 2024 and 2025, all related to the data center project.

The information received fails to support the claim that signing NDAs is a common county  practice.

The signatories

The following county employees and elected officials have signed NDAs with Mortenson Development:

year with all kinds of companies and a lot of them won’t disclose stuff. Some of them do.

Some of them ask us to keep it private. In some of the larger projects, they ask us to keep it

confidential through these types of NDAs.
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The response

On Oct. 23, the Monitor emailed St. Louis County Administrator Kevin Gray and Communications Director
Dana Kazel the following:

Director Kazel responded the same day:

The Monitor has been following news reports in which various people claim that it is a

common practice for government entities to sign NDAs with companies. To confirm this, we

requested all NDAs which county employees have signed within the past five years.

We found it is far from common. With the exception of a single NDA signed in 2021 (with

Cohesity, Inc.), there were no more NDAs signed until late 2024/early 2025, when 22 county

employees and 3 county commissioners signed NDAs relating to the Hermantown data

center project.

The first NDA was signed on Oct. 21, 2024, by Public Works Director Jim Foldesi, and more and

more people have signed since. As recently as Sept. 5, 2025, Land Manager Nate Anderson

signed one; and on Sept. 16, 2025, Dana Kazel signed one. 

That represents a year of planning. So many NDAs, spanning many different departments,

suggest the project is further advanced than merely the preliminary planning stage. 

1) I am curious to know what the county’s discussions have involved.

2) I am also curious about Dana’s NDA. As the Communications Manager, Dana is the go-

between for county administration and the public. It seems problematic that a

Communications Manager would sign an NDA prohibiting herself from talking about certain

things.

a) Who asked Dana to sign the NDA?

b) Was Dana asked to sign an NDA in response to media coverage of the project

elsewhere? That is, was the county trying to avoid media scrutiny?

c) What response was Dana going to give if asked about the project directly?

I was asked to sign the NDA by Darren Jablonsky, our director of Economic and Community

Development. The purpose of me signing was so that I could be made aware of the

situation and be part of conversations related to it.

As communications manager, I am part of the leadership team, which means I am included

in many conversations. This enables me to assist with messaging when needed, as well as

voice the concerns that I would anticipate being raised so that we’d have accurate and

helpful information ready to share should this proposal ever move beyond the evaluation

stage.
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After the Monitor informed Commissioner Ashley Grimm about the county’s response to our NDA data
request, she provided the following statement:

My response to media inquiries has been to direct them to the City of Hermantown and

their website because this is a project being considered for their jurisdiction where they are

the zoning authority.

I don’t know what pressure staff did or did not have to sign nondisclosures, but at the end of

the day staff work under the direction of the county board and are overseen by

administration. The county board needs to provide leadership and address the issues these

NDAs create for public transparency. The majority of the board has thus far refused to

provide this leadership, and in some cases has doubled down on their support for

nondisclosure agreements. This is not just a disservice to our community, but to our staff.

My colleagues need to revisit the ban on NDAs for elected officials and also create clear

and good guidance for staff, now that the whole board knows the scope of what NDAs even

exist.
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