
Council Meeting Minutes: March 22, 2016  

Special Council Meeting – Council Chambers, Ely City Hall 

 

CALL TO ORDER 

PRESENT: Council members A.Forsman, Debeltz, Omerza, Polyner,  

    D.Forsman and Mayor Novak 

ABSENT: Council member Kess 

 

ADDITIONS OR OMISSIONS: 

 

OLD BUSINESS:    

 

NEW BUSINESS  

Maxfield Research and Consulting – Assessment of the Re-Use Potential for the Ely Community 

Center Building – discussion w Mary Bujold 

   

Mary Bujold discussed the sectors with opportunities for the Community Center. Bio Fuels and 

Biomass could be one opportunity for the area since we have plenty of lumber in the northland.  More 

research and development would need to be done to further develop new application for bio fuel and 

biomass. As of now transportation costs are higher in northern United States than they are in the 

southern United States, overtime these cost should equalize. Additional tax incentives are needed at the 

state level to encourage companies to come to this area.  

 

Mary Bujold stated that there are lots of benefits to do a data center. For a data center to work they 

would need to try to capitalize on the ample supply of natural resources, low utility costs, the free 

cooling in the winter to reduce cooling costs which are typically high for a data center, and have  

access to fiber optic.   

 

Transportation and Logistics are primarily being marketed in the Duluth-Superior area because of 

close proximity to the airport (air freight), port shipping, rail lines and trucking.  

 

The Energy Sector has been getting a lot of interest and is going to be getting more attention in the 

future.  Minnesota Power has been looking at different options since it needs to reach specific goals. 

Solar Farms have also been talked about.  

 

Manufacturing in Minnesota has a relatively robust manufacturing sector that delivers about 15% of 

the State’s gross product. Areas of opportunity in manufacturing include wood pellets, films 

(commercial film products), plastics, rubber, precision metal fabrication, and food production. Food 

production could cause some issues with the Community Center. The area of farm to table has really 

taken off with restaurants and this is one area that the Community Center could be used for, but the 

Community Center would need some improvements. One positive for the Community Center is that it 

already has kitchen.  

 

The health care sector across the State of Minnesota has been growing. Generally health care is 

clustered near larger cities across Minnesota like Rochester, the Twin Cities, and Duluth. Some 

opportunities for the Community Center could be bio medical research and development; one 

challenge might be that Ely is located outside of the mainstream.  
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Another opportunity could be clothing manufacturing.  People want more products that are Made in 

America and jobs in industrial sewing are coming back to the United States. Some of the challenges 

could be that the skilled industrial sewing labor force has decimated, but some companies have created 

special programs to create their own skilled workforce.  An example of this is the Minneapolis based 

Airtex Design Group who has contracts to make home decorating products.  Airtex used to have their 

products made in China, but they have now moved there manufacturing back to Minneapolis. Some 

spaces in the Community Center could be used for this type of manufacturing.  

 

Mary Bujold stated that the auditorium in the Community Center could be used for a sound stage for 

film production; she stated that she has a call into a company in the cities to see if this is feasible. The 

IRRRB has offered additional tax incentives to have more films shot in northern Minnesota.  There is 

also a new production studio in a reuse building in Chisholm.   

 

Bujold stated that the museums and historical sites overall are aging and budgets are tight to run.  

Success has come to the properties that constantly evolve and re-invent themselves with new exhibits, 

revolving exhibits, or special exhibits.  

 

The recession hurt the accommodation and lodging segment of the market, but there has been some 

rebounding in the past few years and the economy has improved. Bujold stated that the market is 

changing, people want to “unplug, but not necessarily “disconnect” and they want to 

“get away.”  The long term outlook for lodging is positive.  

 

Restaurants and Lounges are the largest economic impact in the IRRRB service area.  There is an 

increased demand during the peak summer season, but only some demand all year round.  The 

controlling costs are critical and the start-up infrastructure is expensive.  The idea of having a 

conference operation in the Community Center and to be able to serve food and beverages while using 

the auditorium for meeting space could be expensive and Ely has several facilities that already serves 

both of these groups.  

 

The demand for small office space brings several challenges, you would be competing with other 

traditional office spaces in town, and lease rates for office space almost do not justify operating and 

maintaining the space.   Opportunities for office space could be a call center and this is being explored 

by the date center user.   

 

Meeting space and conference centers pose challenges with competition in the area and the close 

proximity to lodging that is needed for a conference center.  

 

There is a demand for space for continuing education for a variety of classes. Continuing education 

wants to expand the program to include more sports classes, fitness classes and others.  Continuing 

education cannot afford to pay much for the spaces that they use.  Currently they use spaces at 

Vermillion Community College and the Ely High School. VCC and the High School spaces are limited 

for the times that classes can be held for continuing education.  Bujold stated that this concept has not 

been ruled out, but we would need to be subsidized or money would need to be raised for the program.  

 

The proposed recreation center could be a potential concept for the Community Center.  The 

Community Center could satisfy the need for fitness, dance and studio space, weight room and 

cardiovascular equipment, walking and running track in the auditorium, performance and theater 

space, and meeting space.  The Community Center does not have current capacity for an aquatics 
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facility. Bujold questioned how this would affect the current offerings at Studio North and how much 

are people willing to pay.   

 

Bujold stated that at a minimum the heating system in the Community Center would need to be 

replaced at a cost of approximately $600,000.   

 

Bujold’s recommendations for the Community Center are the Data Center Use which is currently the 

most promising option, the light manufacturing and food production option and the bio fuels/ bio mass 

research and development. The Community Center can be used for office space, public use, or a 

recreation center, but there is a less potential for cash flow, it also does not satisfy the demand for an 

aquatics facility unless there is an expansion to the building, this option would likely also require some 

public funds to support.  

 

Novak stated that Ely Bloomenson Hospital and Studio North both have exercise equipment and we do 

not want to take business away from others.  

 

Debeltz stated that in a city owned building we would have to have union workers, unless someone 

else owned the building.  

 

Polyner asked how only upgrading the heating would affect the ADA compliance. Can we only 

upgrade the heating?  Bujold stated that she was unsure and will look into the matter, but she presumes 

the ADA compliance would have to be done also.   

 

Omerza stated that the city would have to pay for the $600,000 for heating improvements, and we are 

still not sure if we would have to make the Community Center ADA compliant.  We would still need 

to have a custodian that would check the boiler and we would have to have an employee to manage the 

leases on the office spaces.   

 

Celia Domich said that she believes if the public is not coming into the building it probably would not 

need to be ADA Compliant. Domich asked Bujold what are the opportunities for the building since the 

city is concerned with who owns the building and where should we be looking?   

 

Omerza stated that she is concerned with parking in the area, but that depends on how the building is 

used.  

 

Novak stated that the best offer for the city is to get someone else to purchase the community center 

and take over the building.  The data center is the option as of right now since we have an agreement 

with them now. Novak stated that the electrical should be looked at in the building also.  

 

Forsman stated that he thinks the $600,000 is grossly inflated for the heating system and thinks it could 

be done for half that amount.  Bujold said she will look into the costs more.   

 

ADJOURN 

Mayor Novak moved to adjourn the meeting at 6:36pm without objection.  

 

 

Casey Velcheff 

Deputy Clerk 


