
1Energy Value Chain Report Part 2

energy & environment: 
resiliency in region 5 
part 2
equitable economic ecosystems

www.regionfive.org

JULY 2021





Contents

Introduction

Energy & Environment Planning | Staples & Hackensack

Little Falls WCAG Project

What’s next: where do we go from here?

WealthWorks Capitals Built by the Solar Schools Project

5

11

6

14

9



4 Equitable Economic Ecosystems 

Acknowledgements
Erica Bjelland, Regional Development Planner, Region Five Development Commission R5DC, 
Rachel Juritsch (Graduate Student), and Stacey J. Stockdill, CEO/Founder, EnSearch, Inc. 
with Cheryal Hills, Executive Director; Dawn Espe, Equitable Development Specialist; Angela 
Anderson, Marketing Director (R5DC); Jane Leonard, President, Growth & Justice; Monica 
Segura-Schwartz, Policy and Outreach Consultant, Growth & Justice

R5DC EEE project reports can be downloaded at www.regionfive.org/resources



5Energy Value Chain Report Part 2

Energy & Environment in Region 5
Energy and Environment is one of three value chain focal points in Region Five Development 
Commission’s (R5DC) Equitable Economic Ecosystem (EEE) initiative for regional prosperity. 
R5DC partners have used Energy and Environment initiatives over several years to build 
local resiliency and relationships in our region. Energy and Environment initiatives have also 
included a broad range of partners including schools, Community Action Agencies, cities, and 
experts in the energy and environment field. This approach provides opportunities to explore 
community challenges and ways to become more inclusive based on a variety of community 
perspectives. This report updates the Energy and Environment Welcoming Communities 
Advocacy Group (WCAG) initiatives and the Solar Schools project success. The previous 
report and other two value chain and WCAG efforts, updated in separate reports, include 
Placemaking and Local Foods.

The R5DC Solar Schools project completed in 2019 demonstrated that solar projects can lead 
to employment and economic development. This project was one of the first steps toward a 
regional economic development goal to expand renewable energy capacity in the five-county 
region in central Minnesota. It is also expanding local job training programs in the solar 
industry, building the region’s solar capacity, and helping the region’s students see how the 
sun can give them a career path to a much brighter future. 

In March 2020, when the COVID-19 pandemic began to alter the region’s socio-economic well-
being, Region Five Development Commission responded to the economic toll with the Solar 
Schools’ history in mind. Like the sun, this project continually provides savings and benefits 
to schools in the region. To learn more about this project, visit regionfive.org/solar-schools. 

http://www.regionfive.org/solar-schools
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WealthWorks Capitals Built by the Solar Schools 
Project: A Review

BUILT CAPITAL 

2.0565 megawatts of solar installed 
locally

7 partner organizations implementing new 

system change ideas and increased network engagement 

in the energy Value Chain; the Solar for Schools project 

collaboration between R5DC, Sourcewell, RREAL, New 

Energy Equity, Pine River Backus and Pequot Lakes Public 

School districts, and Central Lakes College (CLC).

FINANCIAL CAPITAL
Invested $3,508,550.00 project costs for the Solar 

Schools Project which yielded an estimated $112,926.70 
in cost savings to schools in the first year. The savings 

will continue to add up in future years. Added one FTE livable 

wage for new solar energy/environmental planner at R5DC. 

The UMN Extension analysis also concluded that in total, the 

Solar Schools project generated $7.8 million in 
economic activity in the region. This included $3.2 

million in labor income. The project supported 88 jobs. Top 

industries affected by the project included power structures 

construction, banking, and housing.

INDIVIDUAL, INTELLECTUAL, SOCIAL & POLITICAL CAPITAL



7Energy Value Chain Report Part 2

NATURAL CAPITAL 
Over the past 2 years, the Solar Schools arrays produced 

2,789,630.43 kilowatt hours

47,138 trees saved

597,808 gallons of gas saved

1,929,668 gallons of water conserved

2,062,932 homes powered through 
solar energy  

Offsetting 827,962 pounds of carbon - 
preventing carbon from emitting into the environment

The Results:
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Data shared above is lifetime since installation, as of July 2021.
 Visit regionfive.org/solar-schools for real time data.

http://www.regionfive.org/solar-schools
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Participants
The original seven-member Welcoming 
Community Advocacy Group (WCAG) in Little 
Falls included representatives from community 
foundations, nonprofits, the military, energy, 
social services, and high school students. Most 
of the Little Falls WCAG members had not met 
each other before the group was convened, 
which invited diverse perspectives and new 
connections from several generations. 

Project Description
The purpose of the Little Falls Wayfinding project 
is to implement a community-based project 
that builds up “cultural agility” -  meaning the 
ability of community members to understand, 
incorporate, and successfully work within and 
between multiple cultural contexts.

A series of 15 wayfinding interpretive signs 
themed around how energy and the river have 

impacted the community will be placed at 
several city parks for public viewing. Content 
for the signs was created by two high school 
students and two Ojibwe artists.    

Wealth Works Capitals Built by the 
Little Falls WCAG Wayfinding Project

BUILT, CULTURAL & NATURAL WEALTH 
The signage project tells the stories of all the 
cultures who have called the area home, shows 
the story of renewable energy use throughout 
history, and explains connections to the 
Mississippi River. 

SOCIAL & POLITICAL WEALTH
The WCAG project became more of a reality 
through connections with the Little Falls 
Historical Society, Visitors Bureau, and City.

Little Falls WCAG Project
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Lessons Learned
COVID-19 definitely changed how budding 
relationships of the WCAG developed. Building 
additional relationships with people outside 
the WCAG was helpful for sharing the work the 
group was doing and for making even more 
connections with and within the City. 

Equitable Economic Ecosystem 
(EEE) Systems Changes & Improved 
Livelihoods

• New cooperative relationships between 
R5DC, the Little Falls WCAG, the Little Falls 
Historical Society, Little Falls Visitors Bureau, 
and the City of Little Falls. 

• Local Ojibwe artists designed the signs and 
helped tell the story of Indigenous people in 
the Little Falls area. Two students were also 
hired to research the local history and craft 
language that will be included on the signs.

Ojibwe art example by Adrienne Benjamin
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R5DC Energy and Environment Planning 

Participants
Community members and city officials from 
Staples and Hackensack, with funding from 
the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency and 
expertise from JBJ World Industries. 

Project Description
For decades, municipalities across the state 
have enacted local comprehensive plans. 
While traditional comprehensive plans have an 
environmental section included, those sections 
focus very little on actionable strategies from 
the municipality to address impacts of climate 
change in ways that improve community 
resilience. Recently, climate adaptation plans 
have been adopted by a few Minnesota 
communities. However, these stand-alone plans 
are not integrated into municipally-led actionable 
strategies and do not exist in the rural context 
very often. 

Community-based planning infrastructure exists 
at Region Five to facilitate, plan, and prepare 
Energy and Environment Plans. A grant from 
the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA) 
allowed R5DC to work with two local communities: 

Staples and Hackensack. Both communities are 
located in MPCA-defined “Environmental Justice 
Areas of Concern.” A Minnesota community 
qualifies as an environmental justice area of 
concern if the community has a population of 
50% or more people of color and/or more than 
40% of the households have a household income 
of less than 185% of the federal poverty level. 
Staples and Hackensack both have over 40% of 
households living with income less than 185% 
the federal poverty level. This environmental 
justice designation was put in place to ensure 
low-income populations and communities of 
color have equitable opportunities to participate 
in creating a safe environment. 

R5DC’s Environment and Energy Planning 
process with Staples and Hackensack has worked 
to create realistic actionable steps for both cities 
based on community input. Right now, the draft 
plans are being finalized and heading to the City 
Council to be passed. In 2021, the communities 
will work on implementing their first identified 
projects with the allotted $10,000 from the 
MPCA. 
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WealthWorks Capitals Built by the 
Staples and Hackensack Energy and 
Environment Planning

CULTURAL WEALTH
Since the Resilient Region Plan, R5DC has wanted 
to incorporate energy and environmental 
elements in Local Units of Governments’ 
Comprehensive Planning efforts. A grant from 
MPCA made that possible for the cities of Staples 
and Hackensack. In addition, eight other cities 
stepped up and asked to be part of a USDA Rural 
Community Development Initiative (RCDI) 
grant to incorporate energy and environment 
into their comprehensive plans. This is a culture 
shift in that if R5DC is hired to do comprehensive 
plans, these plans will have an energy and 
environment section just like they have housing 
and transportation sections. It is also a culture 
shift in that elected officials and residents in the 
Region Five footprint are asking that energy & 
environment considerations be included in their 
comprehensive plans.

NATURAL WEALTH
Hackensack will use MPCA dollars to add tree 

landscaping in town that will help reduce storm 
water runoff. Top projects for Staples include 
converting outdoor lighting in town to LEDs 
to reduce energy use, working on community 
outreach around hazardous waste drop-off sites, 
and working on solar energy options through 
the local utility, which will have economic and 
environmental benefits.

INDIVIDUAL, INTELLECTUAL & POLITICAL 
WEALTH
The practice of comprehensive planning in 
our region will be expanded to include energy 
efficiency, renewables, and energy storage 
opportunities. Based on what we learn, this 
practice will be shared with other Regional 
Development Organizations to facilitate the 
integration of these climate resilient efforts 
throughout the state.

BUILT WEALTH
Communities participating in this project will be 
enacting projects that improve environmental-
related infrastructure and/or community 
processes. These improvements can lead to 
more opportunity for wealth-building.
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Equitable Economic Ecosystem 
(EEE) Systems Changes & Improved 
Livelihoods 
• Communities participating in this project 

will be enacting initiatives that improve 
environmental-related infrastructure and/or 
community processes. 

• $10,000 from MPCA may help with budgets 
in the future for planning EE projects.

• Will educate group members about energy 
and environment.

• Will engage cities in a new process that 
is specifically thinking about energy and 
environment related action steps— learning 
about what this means, potential city threats, 
and new opportunities for cities to consider 
to both protect their community and attract 
new people. 

• Environmental protection & consideration— 
e.g. rain garden, efficiency, hazardous waste 
education.

• In the region, we are prioritizing this work 
and sharing our findings and experience 
with other communities and in statewide 
gatherings. EE plans and planning are rare 

in rural Minnesota communities; this is an 
opportunity to show that rural communities 
care about environmental health and 
demonstrate its strong opportunity in the 
region

Lessons Learned
Some community members gave us feedback 
that they did not think they knew enough about 
energy or environment topics to meaningfully 
contribute to the planning process. In response 
to this, R5DC is seeking funding for a video 
series that will cover the basics of energy 
and environment initiatives and highlight 
communities doing energy and environment- 
related projects in the region.  

The R5DC team also learned a lot about how to 
facilitate effective meetings on Zoom. Our first 
two pilot projects with Staples and Hackensack 
were completely on Zoom, so we learned how 
to adapt using new tools that help people 
participate online. In the future, in-person 
facilitation would be preferred, but our team 
now knows we could adapt to either approach if 
cities have a preference.  
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The two plans and projects for Staples and 
Hackensack were R5DC’s pilot program for 
Energy and Environment Planning. Because of 
a continued expressed need in our region for 
more Energy and Environment Action Plans 
as well as the success of these plans, R5DC is 
working on obtaining funding from the USDA 

Rural Community Development Initiative 
(RCDI) and a private foundation to work with 
8-10 more cities in Region Five to do more 
Energy & Environment Plans over the next 
two years. A similar model based on lessons 
learned from these two plans will be used with 
the next communities R5DC works with.

What’s Next: Where do we go from here?
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