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about $2 million
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Minnesota West Commu-
nity and Technical College 
is looking to local state Sen. 
Julie Rosen and Rep. Bob 
Gunther for help to fund an 
indoor powerline lab at the 
Jackson campus. 

The two legislators met 
with college faculty, staff 
and students and private 
industry representatives 
last Friday to discuss the 
project and other initia-
tives for workforce train-
ing. 

The powerline project at 
MnWest is on hold because 
it was passed over for state 
bonding funds last year, 
and the next bonding fund 
cycle is not until 2016. The 
college’s hope is that, due 
to the projected state bud-
get surplus, there may be 
a chance for bonding con-
siderations in 2015 and the 
project could get funded 
this year.  

“We know powerline is 
one of those areas where 
there’s a significant need 
across the state,” said Bar-
bara McDonald, interim 
president of MnWest.

Currently, the college’s 
powerline training facili-
ties are outdoors, just off of 
Riverside Drive. There are 
no permanent restrooms or 
running water.

“We’re a dated facility,” 
said Jackson campus dean 
Dennis Hampel.

“It’s not an environment 
for teaching and learn-
ing,” said college provost 
Jeffery Williamson, add-
ing it’s difficult to com-
pete with nearby colleges 
across the border that have 
newer facilities.

MnWest seeks special funding from Legislature

“I think everybody un-
derestimates (that) once 
these kids leave the area, 
they don’t come back,” 
Rosen said.

MnWest’s proposal is to 
demolish a two-story por-
tion of the current campus 
structure on the west side 
and construct the lab in its 
footprint, for a total cost of 
$2,410,009. 

In addition to attracting 
more students to fill the 
projected wealth of high-
paying powerline jobs, the 
new lab would be avail-
able for use by private 
organizations, such as the 
Minnesota Rural Electric 
Association, for a small 
rental fee.

“We’re pretty proud of 
our position in this area, 
and this piece comple-
ments the good work we’ve 
been doing,” Williamson 
said.

Despite proposing both 
the new lab and a geo-
thermal project, MnWest 
did not receive any state 
bonding awards last year, 
McDonald said.

“Well, you’re due then,” 
Rosen said.

Gunther cautioned the 
state’s surplus is in high 
demand.

“The feeding frenzy has 
started, trust me,” he said.

Discussion at Friday’s 
meeting also included the 
broader issue of educating 
workers to fill technical 
jobs such as welding, a po-
sition with a “dire” short-
age, McDonald said.

The Jackson campus 
is on track to open a new 
state-of-the art welding 
facility this fall, with help 
from industry partners, 
including AGCO.

“We have the opportu-
nity in this region to really 
become a center of excel-
lence,” said Eric Fisher, 
director of operations at 
AGCO in Jackson.

 “We’re in this together,” 
Hampel said. “It isn’t edu-
cation over here and indus-
try over there.”

Gunther and Rosen also 
gave updates on their work 
so far this session, includ-
ing a bill Rosen is working 
on to jumpstart renewable 
fuels and Gunther’s in-
volvement with the Great-
er Minnesota Economic 
and Workforce Develop-
ment Policy Committee.

“I deal with any issues 
that impact the growth and 
prosperity of Greater Min-
nesota,” Gunther said.
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Local state Sen. Julie Rosen (from left) discusses plans 
for building an indoor powerline lab at Minnesota West 
Community and Technical College’s Jackson campus 
with the college’s  electrician program adviser Rob Arp 
and powerline program adviser Brian Binnebose.


