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PROJECT BACKGROUND
In his State of the Band address in March 2016, Red Lake Tribal Council Chairman Darrell Seki Sr. identified growing the 

Band’s economy as a primary priority going forward.

“We as a nation have to diversify,” he said. “We need to create and develop our nation to be self- sufficient. By working 

together, we can accomplish this task to make our nation stronger. 

”Eugene “Bugger” McArthur, Development Director for the Nation, proved a driving force in the push to install solar at Red 

Lake. He was responsible for coordinating much of the initial planning that took place immediately after Seki Sr.’s address to 

the Band in 2016.

Bob Blake and Ralph Jacobson are both founders and CEOs of Solar Bear and Impact Power Solutions  respectively. In 

2016, when McArthur hired Jacobson to conduct a feasibility study for solar on Red Lake lands, Blake was working for a 

solar company in Colorado, but he was excited by the potential he saw in the clean energy initiative being developed back 

home. He felt that, far from simply being an economic decision, installing solar could be the beginning of social and cultural 

revitalization for his people. The long-term goal of the project – energy self- sufficiency on Red Lake lands and the ability to 

sell excess power to consumers – would, as Blake puts it, “spring out other entrepreneurial opportunities in the community.” 

When Jacobson hired him to conduct the installation of the arrays at Red Lake, Blake took the chance to launch

Solar Bear after six years of careful planning. 

The project has been designed to have three main phases. The first, which is already underway, is to install a solar array on 

the Red Lake Nation’s Oshki ima aji tah dah workforce development campus. This project, funded by a series of microloans, 

will also provide members of the Tribe with job training and employment opportunities. The second phase will involve the 

construction of 15-20-megawatt solar farm, and the third will involve the Tribe buying out the existing arrays when the 

seven-year contract expires. 

“These are the ways that we fight drug addiction, alcoholism, the ills that are plaguing communities such as Red Lake,” he 

says. “I think that this can be a model for other Tribal Nations to follow, but more importantly, it can be a model for other 

small towns and communities to follow, once we really prove it works. 



RED LAKE PROJECT
CASE STUDY

TAKING ACTION
After an initial delay due to lack of funding, the first array was completed in May 2018. The target site was the Red 

Lake Government Center. Jacobson describes local expertise as “the missing ingredient” in the process, adding that he 

ended up sending his own crew leader home after it became clear that Red Lake had enough staff to complete the job. 

At 67 kilowatts, the panels on the roof of the center provide approximately 25% of the building’s electricity.

As of February 28, 2020, the project organizers have reached their investment minimum for the 200-kilowatt array 

at the Oshki ima aji tahdah campus, meaning that they can now begin the process of installing panels. Future arrays 

are planned for the Twin Eagle Building, three Seven Clans casinos at Red Lake, Thief River Falls, and Warroad, and a 

number of other buildings on Tribal lands, including all Red Lake schools.

CHALLENGES
The first challenge for the project arose early on, shortly after the feasibility assessment was conducted. Funding is, 

of course, a vital aspect of any ambitious infrastructure project, and by 2018, it had become clear that the anticipated 

financing for the solar arrays at Red Lake was not going to materialize after the first two financiers failed to deliver 

and six banks refused to issue a loan for the project. Facing the dissolution of the entire enterprise, Jacobson turned 

to crowdfunding. It took a year and a few months to raise the money for the first array, but eventually they reached 

their goal and began installation of the array on the roof of the government center with the help of Jacobson’s family 

and friends, a group that included volunteers from his Quaker church. 

Critical to this process was the use of MNvest (http://mnvest.org/), an innovative financing mechanism that allows 

for investment crowdfunding. This platform allows companies to raise funds within Minnesota state borders so long 

as investors are themselves residents of Minnesota. Unlike other crowdfunding mechanisms such as Kickstarter or 

GoFundMe, successful MNvest initiatives involve a return on investment, which exposes funders to all the risks and 

rewards that come with the inception of a new business venture. Blake and Jacobson were alerted to the opportunity 

by Julia Nerbonne, the executive director of Minnesota Interfaith Power &amp; Light, who wanted to find out if MnVest 

would serve as an effective financing mechanism for solar projects. She saw the array at Red Lake as a test case for 

the efficacy of the platform.
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CHALLENGES CTD...
MNvest helped us gain momentum,” Jacobson says, adding that the investment platform’s availability statewide 

means that the project has the potential to pick up investors from all corners of Minnesota. 

Despite this, acquiring the capital necessary to achieve such ambitious goals continues to be a challenge. Jacobson 

and Blake both spoke of the need for a variety of revenue streams, from MNvest investors to grants from the 

Department of Energy and Clean Energy Resource Teams, to, they hope, Tribal Resources. This last source may prove 

to be the most difficult to successfully acquire, as using these funds requires a consensus that the proposed project 

will benefit the community. Jacobson hopes that a successful launch of the first phase of this project will build that 

collective confidence and lead to subsequent phases being partially funded by these resources.

LOOKING AHEAD
Bob Blake remembers one day when the arrays on the Government Center were still being installed. A handful of 

children rode by on their bikes, and he warned them to stay away from the equipment. But his colleague Jeff Roy had a 

different perspective.

“Bob,” he said. “Be sure to tell the kids what we’re doing and why we’re doing it, because they’re going along on this 

journey with us.” This idea stuck with Blake. He sees the arrays at Red Lake as just one part of a larger whole – a wide-

ranging effort to revitalize a resilient community that has experienced more than its share of setbacks over the years.

“The concept of payback is turned on its head here,” Jacobson says. “Because the real goals here are that Red Lake 

fishery is a main source of income for the Tribe. That the fishery is slowly being deteriorated by the presence of 

mercury in the water, because of the plume of coal smoke out West, to make the power that we use in Minnesota. They 

recognize that the payback is not how much energy are we going to save, the payback is, are we gonna be able to 

continue fishing and exercising our treaty rights?”

“This is just another way we live our values,” Blake adds. “It’s not all about the $30 million. It’s about our community, 

the help of our community, and what it stands for.” 


