
Herald editorial board

Congratulations to the following 
area towns: Edinburg, N.D.; 
Hoople, N.D.; Petersburg, N.D.; 

Lake Bronson, Minn.; Grygla, Minn.; 
and Beltrami, Minn.

Residents in those towns can 
be assured that basic government 
functions are being appropriately 
handled.

However, residents in Aneta, N.D.; 
Forest River, N.D.; Middle River, 
Minn.; and Brooks, Minn., should 
begin to question just what is going 
on with their local government.

In June, the Herald conducted 
an experiment, based on these 
questions: Are the smallest of this 
region’s towns adequately keeping 
city documents? Are they making 
those documents available to anyone 
who asks?

It stems from trouble last year 
in Roosevelt, Minn., where a 
newspaper reporter was involved in 
a confrontation with a city employee 
and an elected official. As the Herald 
began covering that story, we 
requested certain public documents; 
they never arrived, and we were later 
told they don’t exist.

Thus began our audit, which 
included selecting 10 small towns – 
in the presence of a notary, to ensure 
true random selection – from the 
area to check their records.

Remember: State law in both 
Minnesota and North Dakota dictates 
that anyone can request any public 
document at any time and expect to 
be able to see it in a timely manner. 
We sent our request for various 
documents four months ago.

But two towns – Forest River, N.D., 
and Middle River, Minn. – never 
responded to repeated requests. 
Two more towns – Aneta, N.D., 
and Brooks, Minn. – did answer, 
but flat-out told us they would not 
provide the documents. In Aneta, a 
clerk told us the council decided it 
would not “be of any value for us to 
send them over” and in Brooks, a 
clerk said the council “would just as 
soon have me not do it.”

So much for open government. 
We can understand delays, and 

especially in small towns where 
staffing is scant.

In the case of all four delinquent 
towns, the Herald made numerous 
attempts, via telephone and email, 
to track down these records. If towns 
tell us now that they never received 
the request, that also is unforgivable, 
since contact information for the 
responsible city officials should be 
posted and up to date.

Our patience especially runs thin 
with those clerks and councils that 
simply shrugged and chose not to 
comply with our request.

North Dakota Attorney General 
Wayne Stenehjem feels North Dakota 
is doing well with open government 
and open records. Perhaps to him, 
that’s so. He suggests the Herald 
file a request for an opinion on 
those towns that didn’t provide the 
records.

We will. But considering it’s 
already been four months, and 
considering it likely will take another 
four months for an answer, we 
have serious doubts that true “open 
government” exists in many places.

Our concern is that open 
government isn’t as good as many 
state leaders perceive it. This is not 
a knock on the attorney general 
himself, but a reminder that from 
the capitol, all probably appears well.

But today, we’re not convinced it 
is.

Innovation leads, regs follow
By Jay Almlie and Lynn Helms

In May 2017, Gov. Doug 
Burgum asked oil and 
gas pipeline operators 

with assets in the state to 
participate in a daylong 
conversation on the topic of 
spills. The meeting came on 
the heels of several high-
visibility spills in the state, 
as well as the nationally 
publicized Dakota Access 
Pipeline (DAPL) protests.

Gov. Burgum’s message to 
the operators was that the 
public had zero tolerance 
for pipeline spills or leaks. 
Rather than threaten with 
a heavy hand of regulation 
however, he challenged the 
industry to apply technology 
and innovation to improve 
pipeline integrity and safety.

One result was the 
formation of North Dakota’s 
intelligent Pipeline Integrity 
Program (iPIPE), an approach 
that lets innovation lead 
and regulation follow, 
resulting in smarter, more 
practical policy. Here’s why 
it makes sense: In the age 
of social media, even small 
leaks can become big news, 
shared widely and perceived 
as a disaster.  The cost of 
innovative technology and 
increased regulations could 
be a lot less than the price 
of lost social license due to 
public scrutiny.

On the other hand, 

regulators find it extremely 
difficult to keep up with 
the speed of technological 
innovation. Innovation 
is forward looking and 
proactive, whereas regulation 
is often backward looking. 
Regulation is in a race to keep 
up with innovation, if it’s 
working properly. So, how to 
break this cycle?

North Dakota’s answer was 
to have regulators mandate 
the result, but leave the 
process for getting there 
to industry.  In the case of 
iPIPE, six major industry 
leaders stepped forward to 
work with the state’s oil and 
gas research and regulatory 
bodies, both under the 
direction of the North Dakota 
Industrial Commission, 
to foster creation and 
application of new technology 
to better detect and prevent 
pipeline leaks.

Each industry member 
contributes annually 
and commits to a multi-
year program to ensure 
momentum. North Dakota 
provides cost match funding 

to the program, leveraging 
the available resources. 
Technology providers also 
provide substantial cost 
sharing to ensure they have 
a vested interest in the iPIPE 
process in return for a forum 
to test their products.

With coordination and 
support from the University 
of North Dakota’s Energy 
and Environmental 
Research Center, the iPIPE 
Technology Selection 
Panel hears presentations 
in a process some have 
likened to the television 
show “Shark Tank.” iPIPE 
hosts development and 
demonstration activities and 
provides feedback to advance 
the product offering closer to 
a commercial state.

Shared knowledge is at the 
core of iPIPE, as members 
share common challenges and 
solutions openly within this 
forum, elevating everyone’s 
performance in the safe 
delivery of oil and gas fluids 
to market. By their active 
participation, members 
demonstrate responsible 
citizenship to landowners, the 
general public, and regulators 
alike.  

North Dakota’s progressive 
approach of funding cutting 
edge research to maximize 
economic benefits from its 
oil fields, while minimizing 
environmental impacts, is 

making a difference beyond 
its borders as well. Companies 
with no operations in 
North Dakota have joined 
iPIPE, applying beneficial 
technologies in such areas as 
the DJ Basin of Colorado, the 
Permian Basin in New Mexico 
and Texas and the Alberta 
Basin in Canada. iPIPE was 
among topics discussed at 
this year’s national “Energy 
Disruptors” conference 
hosted by energy data 
analytics provider Enverus.

Waiting for regulation often 
results in worse outcomes 
than being proactive about 
it. Regulation precipitated by 
an incident leaves regulators 
playing catch-up, companies 
playing defense, and the 
public mistrustful. Such 
regulation merely ensures 
the laggards meet minimum 
standards. Encouraging 
and supporting innovation 
allows operators to push the 
envelope on new technologies 
and best practices that 
regulation then follows.

Jay Almlie is a principal 
engineer at The Energy & 
Environmental Research Center 
at the University of North 
Dakota, and manages iPIPE 
on behalf of the consortium 
members.

Lynn Helms is director of 
the Department of Mineral 
Resources for the State of North 
Dakota.
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Government 
isn’t as open 
as perceived

Almlie Helms

Bloomberg

Even many Democrats are 
criticizing Sen. Elizabeth Warren 
for refusing to admit, in plain 

words, that her Medicare for All plan 
will require taxes to increase. They’re 
right to complain. The point could 
hardly be simpler: All presidential 
candidates owe voters an honest 
accounting of what their ideas will cost 
and how they’ll be paid for.

Up to now, under repeated 
questioning, Warren has refused 
to go further than saying that her 
health plan will lower costs for most 
Americans, without ever explaining 
what she means by costs. A program 
as expensive as this instantly raises 
the question of affordability in voters’ 
minds. There’s only one plausible 
answer: Taxes will have to go up.

Warren’s reluctance to use the 
word “tax” in the same sentence as 
“Medicare for All” is not just wrong; 
it’s bewildering. The idea that voters 
won’t worry about how to finance the 
plan unless somebody says “tax” is 
an insult to their intelligence and a 
blatant attempt at evasion. As a tactic, 

it’s risible, and the attacks Warren is 
facing on the matter only underline its 
uselessness.

Warren has explicitly endorsed the 
Medicare for All plan devised by her 
fellow candidate Sen. Bernie Sanders. 
He is happy to explain that his plan 
will cost trillions of dollars, that 
taxes will rise to pay for it, and that 
most taxpayers - so he claims - will 
nonetheless be better off once you 
consider that they and their employers 
will no longer pay health-insurance 
premiums. Questionable as his claim 
may be, he at least acknowledges that 
expensive public programs have to be 
paid for. This is surely the minimum 
that voters are entitled to expect.

Warren’s reticence on the point is all 
the more jarring given that she’s built 
her campaign around dozens of detailed 
commitments. It turns out that she 
has a plan for everything except how 
to pay for the single most expensive 
promise of her or any other campaign. 
Pressed on the issue, she even manages 
to make matters worse - explaining, 
for instance, that estimates of the cost 

of Medicare for All vary by trillions of 
dollars (hardly reassuring) and that 
many “revenue streams” (but never say 
“taxes”) might be implicated.

The Medicare for All that Sanders 
and Warren are pitching is a bad idea, 
and not only because of what it would 
cost (some $30 trillion over 10 years). 
It would also throw a large part of the 
U.S. economy into turmoil and deny 
tens of millions of Americans the 
private health insurance they currently 
have and like. The commitment to 
genuinely universal health insurance 
is admirable, but this can be achieved 
with vastly less disruption and at much 
lower taxpayer expense by means of a 
subsidized “public option.” Medicare 
for All Who Want It makes much better 
sense.

Sanders is wrong about the best 
policy, but he should nonetheless 
be congratulated for his honesty. He 
says his plan will cost a fortune and 
that taxpayers will bear the burden. 
Warren’s refusal to do the same is 
fooling nobody and reflects badly on 
her judgment.

Warren wrong to avoid Medicare tax talk
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