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CORNLAND USA is hosting an open house for its upcoming opening in the lower level of the Olivia Community
Center, formerly the Minnesota National Guard Armory, from 4 to 8 p.m. Thursday. Sara Maher, with the Pages of
Our Communities Foundation serving Renville County, is shown Nov. 24, in a play barn built of wood by Lilliput Play
Homes of Finleyville, Pennsylvania, for the STEM and learning center.

CORNLAND USA TO
OPEN IN OLIVIA'S NEW

BY TOM CHERVENY
West Central Tribune

OLIVIA

hildren in Renville

County can move

their play indoors
this winter thanks to a
local foundation.

CORNLAND USA is
hosting an open house
from 4 to 8 p.m. Thursday
in the lower level of the
Olivia Community Cen-
ter, formerly the Minne-
sota Army National
Guard Armory. The event
is an opportunity to
showcase the new indoor
play facility for children.
It’s billed as a STEM and
sensory center for the
skills it will help children
ages 0 to 8 years develop,
but it is also all about
having fun.

“It’s our Christmas gift
to the city of Olivia,” said
Sara Mabher, representing
the Pages of Our Commu-
nities Foundation. The
organization maintains

COMMUNITY CEN
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Workers Justin Shaenenhean, left, and Tyler Rush
with Lilliput Play Homes, of Finleyville, Pennsylvania,
put the final touches on a play FM Bank on Nov. 24,
in the CORNLAND USA learning center in the Olivia
Community Center, formerly the National Guard Armory.

the legacy of Jim and
Mary Page by giving back
to the community in a
variety of ways, from
efforts to support cancer
survivors to developing
recreational activities to
improve the community.
In this case, the

foundation is making
what is a roughly $100,000
investment to provide the
center that combines sci-
ence, technology, engi-
neering and math with
sensory learning. It
includes hand-built,
wooden playhouse

TER

versions of the Olivia
Fire Hall, FM Bank, a
BOLD school bus and a
CORNLAND USA barn.
They were built on-site by
Lilliput Play Homes Inc.,
of Finleyville,
Pennsylvania.

The playhouses are but
entry points to a variety
of fun activities. There’s
everything from a toy air-
plane and a slide on the
fire hall to a 4-H-built veg-
etable garden. Stuffed
animals, magnetic build-
ing toys, firefighter out-
fits, a “flight lab” pow-
ered by a powerful fan,
and a Chutes and Lad-
ders-style rolling ball
game are samples of
what’s available. There’s
also a comfortable read-
ing area for children,
complete with a couple of
rocking chairs for adults.

The lower level of the
community center occu-
pied by CORNLAND USA
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Willmar Council
delays approval of
final budget and levy

BY JENNIFER KOTILA
West Central Tribune

WILLMAR — The Will-
mar City Council on Mon-
day delayed a vote to
approve the final 2026
budget and levy until its
Dec. 15 meeting.

The vote was delayed
after a defeated motion to
eliminate the Director of
Community Growth posi-
tion held by Pablo
Obregon, effective Jan.
31, 2026, in order to
reduce the budget and
levy.

Willmar City Councilor
Justin Ask made the
motion to delay approval
of the final budget and
levy until the Dec. 15
meeting to allow the
council to continue dis-
cussing ways to reduce
them, which passed
unanimously.

Ask previously asked
for a work session, calling
it an opportunity to work
together on budget
decreases. Then the coun-
cil “can come back in two
weeks and take a look at
some of the serious cuts
... that I'd like to see
happen.”

The final proposed levy
presented to the council
at Monday’s meeting was
approximately $12.1 mil-
lion, which represents an
increase of $954,389, or
8.6%, over the 2025 levy
of roughly $11.1 million.

Willmar Finance Direc-
tor Tom Odens explained
that the tax levy is bro-
ken into three main piec-
es for the city of Willmar,
with the main portion
being the general levy
that funds all the city
departments minus
wastewater. The other
portions of the levy are
for capital improvements
and the levy for a new
city hall in the future.

He further explained
that for every dollar lev-
ied, about 38 cents goes
toward public safety, 23
cents goes toward public
works, 22 cents goes
toward general govern-
ment and the remaining
17 cents goes toward cul-
ture and recreation.

The final proposed gen-
eral fund budget is
approximately $23 mil-
lion, an increase of
$965,806, or 4.37%, over
the 2025 general fund bud-
get of roughly $22.1
million.

Butterfield Nelsen

The total
proposed
budget for
the city of
Willmar in
2026 is $61.9
million,
which

includes
approximately $23.1 mil-
lion for general operat-
ing, $12.9 million for capi-
tal improvements, $4.2
million in special reve-
nue, $7.1 million in debt
service and $14.6 million
in wastewater enterprise
funds.

During council work
sessions and regular
meetings on the budget
and levy, discussions
address the capital
improvement plan and
the general fund budget
of $22.1 million.

Willmar City Councilor
Tom Butterfield made the
motion to eliminate the
Director of Community
Growth position, which
was seconded by Council-
or Rick Fagerlie. Both
voted in favor of the
motion.

Ask spoke in favor of
eliminating the position
during the discussion,
but he later voted no —
after some hesitation —
along with Councilors
Audrey Nelsen, Tom Gilb-
ertson, Stephen Gardner,
Vicki Davis and Carl
Shuldes.

When making his
motion, Butterfield noted
the position held by
Obregon was supported
by a $450,000 grant from
Blue Cross Blue Shield in
2022 and those funds have
now been spent. Obregon
was hired for the position
in March of 2023. The
starting salary range for
the position was $92,596
to $120,375.

Referencing the public

Gardner
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A playhouse-size fire station, with a slide, is among the
STEM and learning center attractions that are part of
CORNLAND USA in the Olivia Community Center. An
open house will be held at the center from 4to 8 p.m.

Thursday, Dec. 4.

CORNLAND

CONTINUED from A1

offers ample space and
is equipped with a
kitchen and an open
area. Maher said the
city is looking to staff it
for about 15 hours a
week. It will also be
available for rent by
families or child care
centers.

Children must be
accompanied by adults
during their visits. Ini-
tial plans include a $125
yearly membership for
families, or a $7 per per-
son visit pass.

It’s a place for young
families to gather
together and have a
good time. It’s also a
place where preschool
children can meet and
get to know one another,
said Maher.

All of this came
together in about a
three-month period,
according to Maher.
Many of the ideas of
what to include came
from child care provid-
ers Laurie Lubitz and
Carol Rothmeier. “With-
out their help, it
wouldn’t be possible,”
she said.

Maher said the idea
for the center came
after she heard how
many in the community
bring their children to
The Village Children’s
Museum in Willmar and
The Wheel and Cog
Children’s Museum in
Hutchinson for STEM
and learning center fun.

“So I thought, why not
have something here in
Renville County, espe-
cially in the wintertime
when the roads can be
icy,” said Maher.

The decision to call
the center CORNLAND
USA is a nod to Renville
County'’s history and its
role as an agricultural
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The name CORNLAND USA for the STEM and leaming
center in Olivia is a nod to history, when Trojan Seed
hosted an annual event by that name. It attracted as
many as 5,000 visitors in the mid-1970s.

Olivi
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Olivia's Corn Monument was erected in 1973 to recognize the community’s growing
seed corn industry and agricultural heritage.

center. Maher’s late
father, Bob Rauenhorst,
was president of Trojan
Seeds when it hosted an
annual extravaganza
called “CORNLAND
USA” at its campus out-
side of Olivia in the
mid-1970s. The summer
event attracted up to
5,000 people and fea-
tured the likes of Gov.
Wendell Anderson and
Sen. Hubert H. Hum-
phrey as featured
speakers.

“It was so much fun,”

said Maher while recall-
ing her time at the
annual company event
as the young daughter
of the company presi-
dent. Her father was an
ideas person, she said,
and saw the event as an
opportunity to market
the company and
community.

His focus on market-
ing is still at work
today: He promoted the
construction of the
Olivia Corn Monument
in 1973 to ensure it was
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taller than the cob of
corn that stood in Roch-
ester at the time.

Maher hopes the mod-
ern-day version of
CORNLAND USA will
help promote the local
economy, just as the
original event once did.
Parents or grandparents
can bring their children
to the center for a few
hours of fun, and use
their time in town to
shop for groceries or
enjoy a meal. “Keeping
it local,” she said.
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Get the latest weather news and alerts with
up-to-date forecasts, current and future
radar and more with the Stormtracker app.
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StormTRACKER Forecast

Mostly cloudy and breezy for
today. Velg/ cold with
r

temperatures dropping to the
single digits this afternoon.
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