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By Tanner Kent
tkent@mankatofreepress.com

Before Deisy DeLeon turns
loose this group of eighth-
grade girls in her storage

room, she offers a short list of
instructions.

Open these boxes of peaches and
take the cans to the shelves. Break
down the empty boxes when you’re
done. And if you finish all that, I
have a freezer you can clean.

DeLeon manages the ECHO
Food Shelf. With a paltry staff and
a swiftly revolving inventory, she
serves upward of 34,000 clients per
year — almost 100 per day. At that
pace, DeLeon rarely stops moving
and conversations longer than a few
sentences are, for her, infrequent.

ECHO is no place for a volunteer
who needs their hand held, and
DeLeon trusts these middle-school
students from Dakota Meadows as
much as any other.

“I just let them work,” DeLeon
says before leaving the girls to their
tasks and returning to her own
duties elsewhere. “I know they will
get the job done.”

This is the Dakota Meadows
Builders Club, a Kiwanis-sponsored
volunteer organization for middle-
school students. And this year’s edi-
tion is taking the club’s mission to
heart.

Some years, the Builders Club
tackles a project or two. Maybe a
fundraiser or a community service
project. The club has a membership
in the 20s but is led by a core group
of eighth-grade girls: Leah
Stevenson, Elizabeth Schock,
Caitlyn Peterson and two-year pres-
ident, Emma Murray. And that
nucleus has kicked the club’s chari-
ty quotient into overdrive.

“Last year didn’t go this well,”
Stevenson said. “We’re doing a lot
more.”

A couple of Thursdays each
month members volunteer for two
hours at ECHO. They’ve also been
staging various fundraisers
throughout the year for Lasting
Imprint, Mankato-based organiza-
tion that raises money and aware-
ness for congenital heart defects.

They’ve sold fruit smoothies at
school, glow sticks at school dances
and Smencils, which are pencils
that smell like candy and pack a
potent olfactory wallop. And
they’ve signed up to bus tables at

the Pizza Ranch on May 2 with a
percentage of that night’s profits
going to Lasting Imprint.

“They’ve been a very dedicated

and hard-working group,” said
Melanie Schmidt, the club’s adviser
and a program supervisor for
Mankato Community Education
and Recreation. “We have a tenden-
cy to underestimate the power of
youth. This group is a perfect
example.”

Murray said there’s been a defi-
nite reward in taking on an added
workload this year. She said club
members have learned about their
community, as well as themselves. 

“Every time we leave here, we
feel like we’ve helped make a differ-
ence. Coming to ECHO has moti-
vated us to do more. ... It’s really

GMG CEO elected 
to state Chamber
MANKATO — Greater
Mankato Growth President
and CEO Jonathan Zierdt
has been elected to the
Minnesota
Chamber of
Commerce
Executives
board of
directors.

The organ-
ization is
responsible
for advancing
the effective-
ness of
Chamber professionals by
providing career develop-
ment, communications and
networking. 

Since 2007 Zierdt has
headed Greater Mankato
Growth, the chamber of com-
merce and economic develop-
ment organization serving
the regional marketplace.

Farmer wins $2,500
for hospital, clinic
ST. PETER — Joe Kienlen
of St. Peter has been select-
ed as a winner in the
America’s Farmers Grow
Communities program,
which gave farmers the
opportunity to win $2,500
for their favorite local non-
profit organizations.

The Monsanto Fund
sponsors the program.

Kienlen has designated
River’s Edge Hospital and
Clinic in St. Peter to receive
the donation. 

The donation will be used
to purchase a Welsh Allen
Spot Vital Signs with
Oximiter, which is used to
monitor patients’ blood
pressure and oxygen satura-
tion during therapy.

School Board to
have study session
MANKATO — The
Mankato Area Public School
Board will hold a study ses-
sion on Monday prior to its
regular meeting.

The session will be held
from 4 p.m. to 5 p.m. in the
Blue Earth River room on
the first floor of the
Intergovernmental Center.
The board will review the
district's strategic roadmap.
—The Free Press
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Mass overdose
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MAKING AN IMPACT: 
Dakota Meadows Builders
Club students work hard 

and have fun at it

‘YES’ TO YOUTH
ECHO Food Shelf says an emphatic

Photos by Tanner Kent

Sometimes the work is an afterthought for members of Dakota Meadows Middle School’s
Builders Club. Pictured are members (from left) Leah Stevenson, Elizabeth Schock and
Emma Murray during one of their twice-monthly volunteer missions at the ECHO Food
Shelf.

By Mark Fischenich
mf ischenich@mankatofreepress.com

ST. PETER — When state Sen.
Al DeKruif of Elysian learned
that a broken river-level monitor
in St. Peter is not scheduled to
be replaced until late spring, he
decided that needed to change
— fast.

“They’re flying blind in the
Henderson, Le Sueur area,” said
DeKruif, a freshman Republican
whose district stretches from
Kasota to Belle Plaine.

The river monitors largely
help people downstream with
advance warning of how fast the
water is rising upstream.
Emergency workers in Nicollet

County, for instance, know that
when a flood crest hits
Mankato, they’ve got about a
day before it arrives in St. Peter,
DeKruif said.

“If they have to evacuate peo-
ple, they can,” he said. “If they
have to close roads, they can.”

The broken-down monitor in
St. Peter leaves a gap in river-
level readings between Mankato
and Henderson, meaning Le
Sueur and Henderson would be
without one source of informa-
tion about a looming river crest.
DeKruif on Wednesday urged

It’s all so confusing.
On one hand you have a

horde of international scien-
tists saying that two-thirds
of the world’s
natural
resources
have already
been used up
by human
activity.

And on
the other
hand you
have Mike
Beard, a
state representative from
Shakopee, who said recently
there’s nothing to fear
because God will provide
unlimited natural resources.

“God is not capricious.
We are not going to run out
of anything,” he told a
MinnPost reporter while
arguing in favor of the
resumption of coal mining
in Minnesota. 

He said humans couldn’t
destroy the planet if they
tried. Heck, look at
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, he
said. Sixty years after being
bombed back into the Stone
Age, they’re just hunky-dory
again. 

I don’t know who is right
— more than 1,000 learned
scientists or the owner of
the world’s largest pair of
rose-colored glasses — but
this much I do know:

There is one natural
resource that appears to be
truly limitless and impervi-
ous to human depletion. Fat
people.

It’s a growth industry.
More than half of us in this
country are overweight and
about 72 million meet the
definition of obesity, and
rates keep climbing. But you
already know that. If you’ve
seen one news report about
the “epidemic” you’ve seen
100. 

What’s less apparent is
how fat-as-entertainment
has proliferated faster than
creeping charlie. 

TV shows about the
obese now number seven
and counting. Most are so-
called reality programs. All
proffer human heft for prof-
it. 

There are variations on
the theme, but all stay pret-
ty much to the premise of
people competing against
others or their own psyches
in their quests to shed ton-
nage.

They cry and moan and
occasionally fist-pump with
joy over the ups and downs
of dieting and exercise and
trying to win some big prize
for becoming smaller. 

These shows are inexpen-
sive to produce and can
draw “product” from our
bottomless pool of plus-siz-
ers.

There are so many of
these shows because they’re
by and large so successful,
though not always a slam
dunk.

“Huge,” an ABC Family
show last year about teens
at a summer fat camp,

TV living 
off the fat
of the land

BRIAN
OJANPA
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Leah Stevenson prepares cans of peaches to
be placed on the shelves at the ECHO Food
Shelf. She is a member of the Dakota
Meadows Middle School Builders Club, a
Kiwanis-sponsored organization that
promotes community involvement at the
middle-school level.

By Robb Murray
rmurray@mankatofreepress.com

MANKATO — The
Salvation Army is holding a
training session for potential
volunteers wishing to help
in flood-relief efforts.

Mike Parker of the
Mankato Salvation Army
said they’re unsure how
many volunteers will be
required because they don’t

know the severity of the
flooding — expected to
begin next week. But they
want to get a head start.

“We’d rather have more
people that have been
through the training,”
Parker said.

The training will consist
of a one-hour class and an
abridged form of the
Salvation Army’s regular
training. Attendees will get

training in serving food from
the Salvation Army’s mobile
kitchen, food preparation,
administrative duties, safety
tips and general information
about the Salvation Army’s
role in natural disasters.

Five training sessions are
scheduled: 5:30 p.m.
Tuesday and March 29,
April 7 and 13, and 10 a.m.
April 16. All training ses-
sions are at the Salvation

Army, 700 South Riverfront
Drive.

In addition to food serv-
ice, the Salvation Army also
assists flood victims with
social workers, sand bagging
help, cleanup kits, spiritual
counseling and other servic-
es.

Most recently, the
Mankato Salvation Army
helped flood and tornado
victims in the Albert Lea

and Owatonna areas.
“There’s a battle coming

and we need all the volun-
teers we can get,” Parker
said in a statement.
“Through the kind hearts
and hard work of Salvation
Army volunteers, we will be
prepared to win the fight.”

Those interested can call
345-7840 to ask about the
training or about the
Salvation Army’s services.

Potential flood volunteers to get training by Salvation Army

State Sen. Al
DeKruif has
helped speed
the replacement
of a broken
river-level
monitor for 
St. Peter.

Please see OJANPA, Page B3

Jonathan Zierdt
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“We have a tendency to
underestimate the power 
of youth. This group is a

perfect example.”
MELANIE SCHMIDT,

adviser to Dakota Meadows Builders Club

DeKruif gets St. Peter help
Elysian senator receives 
MnDOT commitment for
temporary river monitor

Please see MONITOR, Page B3

Flooding could be
worse for St. Paul
ST. PAUL — The
Mississippi River doesn’t hit
major flood stage in St. Paul
in the new seven-day fore-
cast from the National
Weather Service office in
Chanhassen, but it is pre-
dicted to rise.

The St. Paul Pioneer
Press reports the weather
service is forecasting that
the river will reach flood
stage of 14 feet on
Thursday and 15.1 feet by
next Friday.

Major flooding occurs
when the level hits 17 feet. 

Dayton, Bachmann
push St. Croix bridge
STILLWATER —
Democratic Gov. Mark
Dayton and Republican U.S.
Rep. Michele Bachmann
teamed up Friday to press
for a long-delayed four-lane
bridge over the St. Croix
River near Stillwater.

Dayton committed to
support a Minnesota
Department of
Transportation bridge pro-
posal with a price tag of as
much as $690 million,
despite opposition from
environmental groups. The
decades-old project has
faced delays from litigation
and a National Park Service
ruling last year that the pro-
posed bridge would violate
the federal Wild and Scenic
Rivers Act.
—The Associated Press


