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A BILL for an Act to create and enact section 15.1-36-08.1 of the North Dakota Century 

Code, relating to a rapid enrollment school construction grant program; to provide an 

appropriation; and to provide for a transfer. 

 

Minutes:                                                 Attachment #1-3 

 
Chairman Schaible: Called the meeting back to order and opened the hearing for SB 2161. 
 
Senator David Rust, District 2: Testified in favor of SB 2161 and provided Attachment #1. 
 
(6:54) Chairman Schaible: This is for 2 years? So $75M for 2 years? That was confirmed. 
 
What if the SIIF fund doesn’t have any money in it? 
 
Senator Rust: Well I’d like to think they’d take this first. 
 
Chairman Schaible: That’s part of the thing, so the SIFF bucket fills up and there’s a lot of 
infrastructure funds going out, which includes roads. 
 
Senator Rust: Let me tell you why I picked the SIFF fund. I remember another Senator telling 
me his legislative district was 2 square miles, but 4 stories high. And that makes a difference 
on how people vote.  
 
Senator Davison: I don’t remember reading this, is this a 2% interest rate? 
 
Senator Rust: It’s a grant, not a loan. For lack of better words, it is a gift. 
 
Senator Oban: I’ve been biting my tongue a little. I’ve been struggling philosophically with 
some of the conversations we’re going to have throughout this session. Where we are 
identifying needs that property tax payers are refusing to pick up anymore. There is a feeling 
whether it is accurate or not, that they can’t take on the burden anymore. Then legislators 
like us, come and want SIFF funds. Then everyone says “we can’t afford it”, but there has 
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been a decision over the last ten years to cut every source of revenue we have at the state 
level too. I don’t know how we are surprised that we don’t have the money at the state level 
now, to be funding projects that I believe are very worthy of that funding. I would ask if you 
voted to cut all the state revenues throughout the course of your time in the legislature, we 
are now asking for those state revues 
 that potentially don’t exist anymore.  
 
Senator Rust: You’re asking me if I voted for those? I probably voted for some them, I 
believe I have. I think there was a point in time where we were on one of these trajectories, 
where it appeared to me we could do that and it wouldn’t hurt. I should of been smart enough. 
When I came here in 2009 we were on one of these trajectories. We talked about the oil 
money we were getting, and I would say “these things can go away just as fast as they 
happened”. The next time it came back in 2011, it had doubled. I still said the same thing. 
The next time it came back, it had tripled. By this time, I’m almost starting to believe this isn’t 
going to end, we thought we were going to hit the moon. Then 2015 in the matter of just a 
few months we were down. I presume I was voting no or yes on those, because it appeared 
we were going to be ok. Knowing full well we have been through this more than one time. 
Unfortunately, some places in the state have an economy that goes up and then comes 
down. There is no model to predict these things.  
 
Senator Oban: I just think there has to be a recognition at some point, if we’re going to 
continue to come to the state to ask for more revenues to help cover the impacts. The 
legislature made the decision to cut away all those revenue services, including the oil 
extraction tax which partially finds the SIFF fund and income taxes. Now there will be an 
effort to eliminate that completely. There are people warning this time could go away, and 
now that time is here. We can’t keep asking for money and claiming that the money is not 
there.  
 
(13:03) Senator Rust: I know I’m asking for $75M from the SIIF fund. I’m going to restate it 
one more time, how does that money get there? Basically because of oil and gas. And if your 
problem in the school system is, you have a lot of kids coming in for what reason? If you 
created that problem, you should be able to use that money to help solve the problem. 
 
Senator Brad Bekkedahl, District 1: Testified in support of SB2161. Understands the 
concerns brought up by Senator Oban. We’ve seen oil and gas revenues from as low as $1B 
to as high as $6B a biennium, averaging $4B a biennium the last 3 cycles. Will continue to 
add people to our area with every Bakken well drilled brings more families. Williston has 
averaged over 800 births versus the old average of around 200. The Williston region, 
assuming that includes Watford City, has had 112% growth in the last 10 years in 
enrollments. Fargo region, including West Fargo, had about 17%. Overall number Fargo 
region had 4850 new students, and Williston had 4750. Should we be giving grants to school 
districts with rapid growth environments? I would ask that you support that with a “Do Pass”. 
If we do approve this, it will get referred to appropriations, and then brought back to the 
Senate.  
 
(16:52) Senator Rust: Presented submitted testimony in support of SB2161(Attachment 
#2); on behalf of Steve Holen, Superintendent of Schools, McKenzie County (Public School 
District #1, Watford City).  
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(21:27) Joanna Baltes, President of the Williston Public School District #1: Testified in 
favor of the bill and presented Attachment #3. 
 
(31:56) Senator Davison: What percent of eligible voters have children in the school district? 
 
Joanna Baltes: The census data puts the population at 22,000 in 2016. We believe the 
estimates are 37,000 for the population of Williston at this point. We have 43,086 students in 
our district right now, along with 2 private schools that have less than 500 students. We had 
issues with the get out to vote. In ND you have to have a driver’s license to vote. We have 
such a diverse area and it takes a while to build that community base. We are less 
established then a lot of regions.  
 
Senator Davison: Your population. Is that for your district or the people you serve? 
 
Joanna Baltes: That is the city of Williston. Our tax bill evaluation is 78% of the city of 
Willison, in District #1. District #8, which is the rural district surrounding us, has the balance 
of it. One issue, is because we’re 16 sq. miles and landlocked, as Williston has expanded 
our district is still stuck. The century code is very clear how district lines are bound and it 
would require a reorganization or a dissolution.  
 
Senator Rust: Looking at the last years Mill Levy, last year the total was $124.80 for general 
fund. Do you have this year with you? 
 
Joanna Baltes: I think that is our current. And 80.95 Mills for our general.  
 
Senator Rust: You also have an evaluation of $27,900, from a year ago, per student. The 
state wide average is about 2,000 per student. That must also enter into that picture.  
 
Joanna Baltes: I don’t want to keep using the word “unique”, but we are different then a lot 
of ND. Our tax bill evaluation is low, it’s 112M with 16 sq. miles. We have 4,500 students. It’s 
a significant impact.  
 
(36:13) Jeff Thake, Superintendent of Williston School District #1: Testified in support 
of SB2161. One of the number one reasons teachers are leaving, is because it’s hard to sell 
being in a class of 30 plus students, as an appealing teaching environment. Recruiting and 
retaining is very difficult. As our population has grown so have other demographics, such as 
Hispanics, African-American, and Native American students. We need to find an equitable 
solution for our students, and to be able to recruit and retain staff members for Williston. I will 
be presenting at the NDCEL at the end of January and beginning of February. Presenting 
educational transformations that will be happening in our district.  
 
(38:48) Representative Patrick Hatlestad, District #1: I agree with everything that was 
said. Oil activity has been up and down since the 1950s, but we have had significant 
repercussions. Almost insurmountable problems. The cost to meet the needs of the city, 
county, school districts has fallen on property taxes. Our population is saying enough; they 
can’t afford anymore. Our older population has moved away, due to being unable to afford 
the community. We have a number of bills in the hopper this year to try to deal with some of 
that inequity. I know you’ll give serious consideration to our situation. I ask your support.   
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Chairman Schaible: Other testimony in favor of? Agency testimony? Opposition?  
Hearing was closed on SB 2161.  
 
Announced committee work for Wednesday afternoon.  
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Explanation or reason for introduction of bill/resolution: 

 
A bill relating to a rapid enrollment school construction grant program; to provide an 
appropriation; and to provide for a transfer. 
 

Minutes:                                                  

 
Senator Rust: Motion to approve the SB 2161. 
 
Senator Oban: Second. 
 
Discussion of the bill.  
 
Roll call vote: Yeas: 3; Nays: 4 
 
Motion Failed. 
 
Motion by Davison Do Not Pass on SB 2161, 
 
Second by Fors. 
 
Roll call taken: Yeas: 4; Nays: 3; Absent: 0 
 
Motion to Do Not Pass is carried. 
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