
 
Minnesota News Media Institute Board of Directors 

11 a.m. Thursday, April 16, 2026 
MNA/MNI offices, Minneapolis 

 

Present: Chairman Justin Lessman, Jackson;  Tara Brandl, Tracy; Crystal Miller, Albert Lea; Kelly Boldan, 
Willmar; Ted Almen, Kerkhoven;  Tim Douglass, Glenwood; Bill Albrecht, Coon Rapids; Doug Hanneman, 
Hutchinson;  Andrew Meuleners, Winsted; Rachel Miller, Henderson; MNA Executive Director Lisa Hills, 
MNA Director of Development & Communications Lisa Schwarz, MNA Member Services & Program 
Manager Laura Niemi; Controller/CFO Laura Wendle, All In One Accounting (remote).  

Welcome, introductions and call to order: Lessman called the meeting to order at 11:01 am. 

Presentation of the previous meeting minutes: MOTION by Boldan to approve Jan. 28, 2026, MNI 
Board meeting minutes.  With a second from Meuleners, the motion passed unanimously. 

October Meeting Date Change: The October meeting date changed from Oct. 15-16 to Oct. 8-9, 2026. 

Annual Organization: The following slate of nominees were presented for a vote: 

• MNI Chair, Justin Lessman, Jackson County Pilot 
• MNA President:  Tara Brandl, Tracy Area Headlight Herald 
• MNA First Vice President:  Kelly Boldan, West Central Tribune, Willmar 
• MNA Second Vice President:  Crystal Miller, Albert Lea Tribune 
• MNA Third Vice President:  Ted Almen, Kerkhoven Banner 
• MNA Treasurer: Andrew Meuleners, Herald Journal, Winsted, Howard Lake 
• MNA Directors:  Tim Douglass, Pope County Tribune, Glenwood; Bill Albrecht, APG, Coon 

Rapids; Rachel Miller, Henderson Independent 
• MNI Members At Large: 

o Doug Hanneman, retired editor, Hutchinson Leader (elected to serve a 3-year term in 
2019 and re-elected to serve a second 3-year term in 2022). 

o Elisia Cohen, Professor and Director, Hubbard School of Journalism & Mass 
Communication at the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities (Elected to serve a 3-year 
term in December 2021).  Prior to this meeting, Cohen notified Executive Director Hills 
that she would resign her position. 
 

o Hills will reach out to other possible candidates to fill the position left vacant by Cohen. 

Lessman asked for a MOTION to cease nominations and accept the slate as presented, with removal of 
Cohen from the slate.  MOTION made by Douglass with a second from Boldan.  Passed unanimously.  

MNI Financial Reports.  



 
• Boldan and Wendle presented the January-March financial statements. After review, a MOTION was 

made by Douglass with a second from Almen to approve the financial statements from January – 
March 2026.  Pass Unanimously. 

• Brandl reported the January – March disbursements were reviewed by the finance committee.  
MOTION by Meuleners with a second by Brandl to approve the January – March 2026 disbursements.  
Passed unanimously. 

• Hills recommended the board approve the transfer of $60,000 from MNI investments to the general 
MNI operating account.  MOTION by Brandl with second from R. Miller to approve the transfer. 
Passed unanimously. 

Funding Committee Report: 

Committee chair Meuleners reported the committee had its first meeting.  Current members are Meuleners, 
Brandl with Schwarz as the MNA/MNI staff liaison.  Robert Hopwood has also agreed to be on the committee. 
The initial meeting centered on goals and scope of work. Goals include setting a revenue target for inclusion 
in the 2027 MNI budget, creating a strategy to expand fundraising beyond the two months surrounding the 
convention, and developing a two-track approach to fundraising from members and from those outside MNI’s 
immediate circle.  The committee plans to meet monthly for the first year, then consider adopting a less-
frequent schedule. 

Activities. 

• Q1 fundraising report – Schwarz 
o MNI raised $9,678.87 in Q1, with net funds to MNI at $8,228.87.  She provided a breakdown 

of donation patterns including small additional donations added to registrations and fees 
from fiscal sponsorships and MNI sponsorship and fundraising at the convention. Basic 
support for MNI from members outside these efforts equals $806. 
 

• Fiscal Sponsorships – Schwarz 
o Schwarz launched two new fiscal sponsorships in Q1 2026. One of those is expected to be 

short-term, the other permanent. A previous fiscal sponsorship agreement with the Ely 
Timberjay was terminated in January and funds disbursed. 

o   MNI currently has one other fiscal s                               ponsorship managing a grant. Another 
fiscal sponsorship is under discussion.  
 

• Minnesota Local News Giving Day - Schwarz 
o The program is a statewide effort to encourage investment in local journalism, coordinated 

on the GiveMN fundraising platform. Schwarz has worked with GiveMN to build a method for 
for-profit members to fundraise in their communities for this event through MNI. MNI intends 
to grant funds raised back to participating for-profit and non-profit MNA members 
proportionally to what each raised. April 30 is Minnesota Local News Giving Day. Important 
deadline: Register by April 21.  To date, 15 newspapers have registered.  Schwarz 
recommended setting a 0.5% or 1% fee or a small flat rate to offset our costs and potentially 
build momentum for fiscal sponsorships at the traditional rate. Discussion centered on the 



 
advantages to publishers and MNI of those approaches and rates. Consensus was that the 
recommended rates were too low and a percentage would be best. A MOTION by C. Miller to 
set MNI’s Local News Giving Day fee at 5%, seconded by Albrecht, was passed unanimously. 
 

Internship Funding  

o Chairperson Lessman reported that a total of up to $10,000 has been allocated for the 2026 
MNI Internship program. 

Program Reports 

o Lunch & Learn Series. Summary: these sessions are free, peer-to-peer quarterly, one-hour 
meetings on various topics such as AI, Newsroom techniques, sales strategies, legal 
updates, etc. The next session in the series will be held on May 14th and the subject will be 
Technology.  A 2026 Legislative Lunch & Learn will be scheduled upon completion of the 
session. 

o Internship program successfully provided 10 newspapers subsidies for interns in 2026.  
Newspapers are currently in the hiring process. 

o Online Media Campus: A total of 25 webinars so far in 2026.  Via the Board of Directors 
approval, MNA pays for this service, which costs $1,500 annually but is free to members. 

o CJU – 2026 will be the 5th year of offering the CJU course, planning is underway.  In addition, 
the first mini session is being created and the subject is photography. 

o Schwarz reported that the Minnesota Journalism Center (MJC) is looking to work with MNA 
on a mentorship program with an active element where the mentor and mentee attend the 
MNA Convention in January.  Discussion included need for a structure, so expectations are 
clear for mentors and potential for a formal session at the convention for those participating.  
MOTION by Brandl with a second from Boldan for Schwarz to proceed with plans to work 
with MJC on a mentorship plan.  Passed unanimously. 

Adjourn 

        Chairperson Lessman called for the meeting to adjourn at 12:06 pm 

 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

Laura Niemi 
MNA Member Service & Program Manager 
 

 


