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Ellsworth Cooperative 
Creamery, known for its 
cheese curds and artisan 
cheeses, is looking to ex-
pand into Menomonie.

The Pierce County-based 
creamery is slated to meet 
with the Menomonie City 
Council next week about 
the possibility of opening 
its third manufacturing 
location in the city.

“We’re working on a 
location for them in the 
north industrial park,” said 
Menomonie Mayor Ran-
dy Knaack. “This would 
be a brand new building, 
with high-tech equipment. 
Their cheese curds are 
going around the world.”

A City Council agenda 
Monday night states that 
the company will meet 
with council members in 
closed session on a devel-
oper’s letter of intent for 
a site in one of the city’s 
tax increment financing 
districts.
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Reports that a new Trump 
administration policy could lead 
to the deportation of thousands 
of Hmong residents across the 
country are generating con-
cern in the Chippewa Valley’s 
Hmong community.

“It has caused a lot of anxi-
ety with Hmong people in the 
community and all across the 
country,” said Kong Pheng Pha, 
an assistant professor of critical 
Hmong studies and women’s, 
gender and sexuality studies at 
UW-Eau Claire.

The concern stems from a Jan. 
28 meeting between U.S. Secre-
tary of State Mike Pompeo and 
Lao Foreign Minister Saleumxay 

Kommasith.
Democratic U.S. Rep. Betty 

McCollum of Minnesota sound-
ed the alarm about the 
issue in a Feb. 3 letter to 
Pompeo that she posted 
on Twitter.

“It has been brought 
to my attention that the 
Trump administration 
is negotiating with the 
Lao People’s Demo-
cratic Republic on an 
agreement to allow for 
the deportation of long-time 
Hmong and Lao residents of 
the U.S. back to the country of 
their birth,” McCollum wrote, 
adding that she was register-
ing her “strong opposition to 
any such repatriation agree-
ment between the U.S. and 
Laos.”

The proposal reportedly 
could affect more than 4,500 
Hmong and Lao U.S. residents 
who are not American citi-
zens and who have committed 
crimes or have deportation or-

ders against them, according to 
Wisconsin Public Radio. That 
could put about 360 Hmong 

residents in Wisconsin 
and Illinois at risk of 
deportation, Yee Leng 
Xiong, director of the 
Hmong American Cen-
ter in Wausau, told USA 
Today Network-Wis-
consin.

“Rule of law and the 
security of our citizens 

are top priorities for the Admin-
istration,” a U.S. State Depart-
ment spokesperson told the 
Leader-Telegram. “The United 
States government takes its re-
sponsibility seriously to ensure 
that U.S. laws are respected 
within our borders.”

However, Pha said most of the 
people who could be affected, 
likely including some from Eau 
Claire, are individuals who may 
have criminal records from long 
ago, even when they were teen-
agers, and now are adults with 
families. Advocates are saying 

those people have served their 
jail time and those past actions 
shouldn’t come back to haunt 
them.

“These individuals are not a 
security threat, so it’s hard to 
comprehend the justification for 
this policy,” Pha said.

The 2010 census showed that 
Wisconsin was home to about 
49,000 of the roughly 260,000 
Hmong residents nationwide, a 
majority of whom are U.S. citi-
zens. The Hmong first came to 
the U.S. as refugees in the 1970s 
to flee persecution from the 
communist government in Laos. 
Many Hmong soldiers were 
allies of the U.S. in the Vietnam 
War.

News about the Trump ad-
ministration policy comes at the 
same time the Wisconsin Legis-
lature is considering a proposal 
to honor the service of Hmong 
veterans by designating May 14 
as Hmong-Lao Veterans Day in 
the state.
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A new Eau Claire school district panel 
has resumed exploring money-saving 
and fundraising efforts, eyeing tight 
district finances in the future.

While the district is bound by state 
law to only levy a certain amount in 
property taxes, it can only raise that 
levy through a successful referendum 
— an option the school board is consid-
ering for 2021.

That’s where the new Revenue 
Committee — made up of school board 
members, school administrators, par-
ents and employees of local businesses 
— comes in.

The panel will search for ways for 
the district to bring in new revenue — 
whether that’s fundraising or cutting 
costs, said Abby Johnson, the district’s 
executive director of business.

It’s been “very common” for the 
district to project a roughly $1 million 
deficit, Johnson said Wednesday. For the 

2018-19 school year, it projected a $3.2 
million deficit. That would have begun 
to impact the district’s credit rating, and 
it would have had to pay higher interest 
rates when issuing debt.

“Our ratio was getting out of 
balance for some things. That 
was setting off some alarms,” 
said board member Aaron Hard-
er. “We’re looking for ways to 
move that needle.”

While the district passed a 
balanced 2019-2020 budget and 
saw a successful $87.9 million 
referendum in 2016, it’s bracing 
for obstacles ahead: Roughly 80% of its 
operating budget each year is spent on 
salaries and benefits, and the district is 
expecting retiree health and dental pay-
out costs to rise in the 2019-20 school 
year, Johnson said in summer 2019.

“Cuts traditionally have been made 
in that 20% of our budget, and not so 
much in the 80%,” Johnson said. “Even 
in tight budget times, you don’t want to 
lay off people.”

Finding funds
Many of the group’s ideas have 

focused on bringing in new revenue, 
rather than trimming existing costs.

One proposal: Inviting vendors to 
sponsor academic facilities — like 
outfitting a computer lab — and receive 
naming rights to the room in return, 
Johnson said.

The panel will also look into 
agreements to host cell towers 
at school facilities. A company 
interested in paying rent to host 
cellular equipment on the roof of 
the Chippewa Valley Montessori 
Charter School has approached 
the district in the past. That 
project fell through, Johnson 
said, but the committee plans to 

look for other interested parties.
Some of the panel’s ideas haven’t 

come to fruition. A 2019 proposal for 
a district reward card —that would 
give the district a small percentage of 
purchases made with the card — didn’t 
garner interest from any local financial 
organizations, Johnson said.

But a school district-branded debit 
or credit card might not be impossible, 
Johnson said, a proposal the committee 
might pursue more seriously in 2020.

“That might be one thing we talk 
about as a group, maybe revisit or re-
work it,” Johnson said.
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Meadowview Elementary School 4th grader Emma Blade, center, and classmates, prepared to leave school Wednesday. A 
school district panel has convened for the first time this year to explore alternate ways the district can make money — their 
suggestions include hosting cell towers at school facilities, and reaching out to community vendors for sponsorship opportuni-
ties. View more photos at LeaderTelegramPhotos.com.
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