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Key Insights 

Minnesota’s use of its taconite tax to support impacted communities, train its workforce, 
diversify its economy and re-claim its lands stands as an early example of thoughtful policy on 
the extraction of non-renewable natural resources. 
 
Iron Range History.  The Arrowhead region of northern Minnesota has a long and rich history of 
natural resource use, from historic iron ore pits and underground mines in the 1800s, to the 
cutting of old growth white pine starting in the 1880s.  Immigrants from 43 countries dotted 
the landscape with hundreds of old iron ore pits, with associated tailings or “dump” sites.  The 
Great Depression created a huge “bust” when iron ore production fell from 33 million tons to 2 
million tons in the early 1930s.   
 
IRRRB Formed.  Following these hard times, Gov Harold Stassen formed the IRRRB in 1941 with 
a bill that also raised taxes on rich iron deposits and lowered its on poor ones.  Despite a 
mission to create jobs and opportunity in a distressed area, the MN Legislature did not protest 
a bill that helped only the region that produced the iron ore.  This is the only state agency that 
does not serve the entire state. 
 
Two early business investments by IRRRB paid off.  One was a loan to Chun King Chinese foods.  
The other was to invest $2.5 million in research at the U of MN on the process to create 
taconite pellets of concentrated ore from low grade deposits.  Passage of a constitutional 
amendment to cap the maximum mining tax led to the investments in taconite mines and mills.  
Historically there was a series of booms and busts because taconite production was based on 
US steel demand.  Now it follows world demand, so that demand in China and India shortened 
the Great Recession to a one-year bust in 2009. 
 
Taconite Fiscal Policy.  About ¾ of taxes on the industry are the taconite production tax, with 
occupation tax, sales and use tax, and other minor taxes forming the rest.   About half the 
current taconite production tax revenue goes to local cities, counties, and schools.  IRRRB gets 
21%, which pays for business development loans, community infrastructure grants, workforce 
development, and mine reclamation.   IRRRB has invested in a new generation of iron nugget, 
the development of non-ferrous minerals, owns the Giant’s Ridge Golf & Ski Resort, and built a 
cross-region snowmobile trail.   
 
Johnson Economic Protection Trust Fund.  Finally, IRRRB has $124 million in a protected 
endowment fund for the region.  The Legislature attempted to raid this fund in 2011 w/o 
success.  Sertich thinks affected communities should be the first beneficiaries of severance 
taxes and recommends planning for the inevitable “bust” that follows booms. 

   Supporting 
Research 

Linked with this webinar are the Powerpoint presentation used, a mining tax guide and the 
IRRRB Biennial Report. 
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