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SPOTLIGHT  

3M Foundation & Closed Loop Fund  

As more and more companies work to reduce their environmental footprints, 
demand for recycled materials as inputs into manufactured products has increased. 
Unfortunately, in recent years, the supply of recycled materials has not kept pace with 
this growing demand, and major companies report not being able to source enough of 
the materials they need.  A big part of the problem is a lack of recycling infrastructure 
caused by a shortage of capital at the municipal level.15   

Enter	the	Closed	Loop	Fund,	a	$100M	investment	fund	established	in	2015	to	provide	
low-cost debt capital to recycling infrastructure projects around the country.  Investors 
in	the	fund	include	major	corporations	such	as	Walmart,	Coca-Cola,	PepsiCo,	Procter	&	
Gamble,	Johnson	&	Johnson,	and	Unilever.		Minnesota-based	3M	also	participated	with	
a	commitment	of	$5	million	over	five	years	using	PRIs	through	the	3M	Foundation.		
By	the	end	of	2016,	3M	Foundation	had	invested	a	total	of	$3	million	in	Closed	Loop	
Fund	with	PRIs,	making	3M	Foundation	the	clear	leader	in	PRI	use	among	Minnesota’s	
corporate foundations.  

Just	two	years	from	its	launch,	Closed	Loop	Fund	is	already	making	a	meaningful	
impact.  Through 2016, the fund reports having diverted 98,500 tons of material 
from	landfills;	reduced	232,000	tons	of	greenhouse	gas	emissions;	and	conveyed	
~$533,000	worth	of	economic	benefit	to	municipalities.			Minneapolis-based	Eureka	
Recycling is one of the fund’s early investees.16

With	regard	to	financial	return,	3M	Foundation	and	its	co-investors	have	modest	
expectations;	they	aspire	only	to	get	their	original	investment	principal	back	in	5-10	
years so that they can reuse it…proof that recycling isn’t just good for product materials, 
but for charitable dollars too.
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When	the	City	of	Grand	Rapids,	Minnesota	was	founded	in	1872,	it	marked	the	farthest	
point that steamboats could travel upstream on the Mississippi River.  As a result, it 
became the center of the area’s logging industry.  At the turn of the 20th century, in a 
stroke of economic development genius, the city built a dam over the original rapids in 
order	to	attract	a	new	paper	mill,	which	Charles	K.	Blandin	purchased	in	1916	and	grew	
into a thriving company that still anchors the region today.

In	1941,	Mr.	Blandin	established	the	Charles	K.	Blandin	Foundation	(Blandin	Foundation)	
to	reinvest	his	own	wealth	back	into	Grand	Rapids	and	other	rural	Minnesota	
communities.		Today,	it	is	one	of	only	a	handful	of	foundations	in	the	U.S.	focused	
exclusively	on	rural	communities,	and	the	largest	rural-based	foundation	in	Minnesota.		
One of its priorities has fittingly been economic development.  As is the case for many 
rural	cities,	today	parts	of	downtown	Grand	Rapids	are	in	need	of	renovation	to	stay	
vibrant.  Yet redeveloping older properties often has hidden costs, which can deter 
investors.  Additionally, many developers struggle to get commercial financing just 
to	acquire	a	prospective	property	because	most	lenders	want	to	see	tax-increment	
financing secured and tenant leases signed before they get involved.  But developers 
cannot move forward with those steps until they have actually purchased the property.

SPOTLIGHT  

Charles K. Blandin Foundation & Grand Rapids Economic Development Authority

To	address	this	development	“Catch-22,”	Blandin	Foundation	and	the	Grand	Rapids	
Economic	Development	Authority	(GREDA),	a	public	entity,	created	the	Downtown	
Property	Acquisition	Loan	Program.	This	program	enables	GREDA	to	borrow	up	to	$1	
million	in	PRIs	from	Blandin	Foundation,	which	GREDA	can	then	relend	to	developers	
to buy blighted downtown properties.  Once the project attracts commercial financing, 
the	developer	repays	GREDA,	which	then	repays	Blandin	Foundation.		

The	program’s	first	success	came	right	after	it	was	launched	in	2007.		Four	buildings	
located	on	the	same	block	in	downtown	Grand	Rapids	had	long	been	in	decline.		Blandin	
Foundation	made	a	PRI	loan	of	$624,500	to	GREDA,	which	GREDA	lent	to	a	developer	
to purchase the properties.  After only eight months, the developer put all of the pieces in 
place to retain commercial financing and pay back the loan.  Today that downtown block is 
home	to	a	new	credit	union	and	offers	some	of	the	nicest	office	space	in	the	city.		

Overall, Blandin Foundation has come to view PRIs as a powerful tool in its toolkit, 
especially for economic development, because PRIs can do what market-rate capital 
would not normally do, and if successful, PRIs allow charitable dollars to be reused over 
and	over	again.		Now	that	is	an	idea	worth	sharing	downstream.
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Each	year,	billions	of	gallons	of	fresh	water	literally	go	down	the	drain	due	to	high	levels	
of Cyanuric Acid (CYA), which is a common chemical added to pool water to make 
chlorine	effective.		The	issue	is	that	as	CYA	builds	up	in	the	pool	over	time,	the	chlorine	
gradually	loses	its	effectiveness,	allowing	potentially	dangerous	bacteria	to	grow.		Today	
the only way to reduce CYA and keep the pool safe is to regularly replace the water.

Since	2011,	start-up	company	Minnepura	Technologies	has	been	using	technology	
discovered at the University of Minnesota to build a better solution.  The company’s 
unique filter, which is comprised of natural enzymes and bacteria, can process and 
remove the CYA without requiring any water be changed.

In	the	fall	of	2016,	when	the	company	was	at	risk	of	shutting	down,	Jeanne	M.	Voigt	
Foundation	(JMVF)	made	a	$60,000	PRI	to	Minnepura	structured	as	an	unsecured,	
low-interest loan to support the further development and commercialization of its CYA 
filter.		JMVF’s	primary	purpose	for	the	investment	was	to	protect	the	environment	and	
preserve natural resources.

Since	then,	Minnepura	has	made	impressive	progress.		In	partnership	with	a	pool	supply	
company, Minnepura has developed and tested four generations of prototypes for its 
filter.  Based on its learning, the company also found another readily addressable market 
for its CYA technology, and it now has a multi-year contract in place with a major 
customer.  Minnepura has also partnered with a large multinational chemical company 
to manufacture its first products and to further develop its core technology for use 
across many potential applications, including pool water supplies.  

While	additional	obstacles	certainly	remain	to	be	overcome,	with	the	help	of	JMVF’s	
PRI, Minnepura finds itself on the path to achieving a systemic environmental impact 
and	hopefully	to	providing	a	modest	financial	return	on	investment	to	JMVF.		If	and	
when	its	PRI	is	repaid,	JMVF	will	be	able	to	put	its	principal	and	gains	to	use	again	for	
another charitable project. 

SPOTLIGHT  

Jeanne M. Voigt Foundation & Minnepura Technologies  
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SPOTLIGHT  

The Labrador Foundation & Level Up Academy
When	board	members	of	The	Labrador	Foundation	(TLF)	learned	that	a	pioneering	third	
grade teacher in a Twin Cities metro school district had taken it upon himself to build 
an entire classroom centered on personalized learning, digital technology, and game-
based teaching methods, they were captivated.  And once they saw the impact it was 
having on student outcomes, they asked whether it might be possible to build an entire 
elementary school using those innovative approaches.

Working	with	a	number	of	partners,	TLF	helped	lay	the	groundwork	for	what	would	
become	Level	Up	Academy,	a	Minnesota	charter	school.		From	the	beginning,	TLF’s	grant	
dollars played an important role, helping fund the process from planning to approval.  By 
spring of 2015, the school had secured an authorizer and was ready to launch for the 
2015-16 school year.  There was just one problem.  The school still had no building.  

In May, with less than four months to go before the first day of school, the 
administration found a promising space in a church that had been recently vacated by a 
rapidly growing congregation.  However, the facility did not meet the code requirements 
for charter school occupancy.  The sprinkler system, kitchen, and parking lot all needed 
to be upgraded, and quickly, if the school was to open at the start of the new school year. 

With no time to spare, the school approached several potential lenders to finance the 
renovation.  But none were willing to take on the risk of lending to a new charter school 
with no history of enrollment.  Faced with the possibility of a postponed launch and a 
major	loss	of	momentum,	TLF	stepped	in	at	the	last	minute	and	made	a	PRI	to	Level	
Up	Academy,	ultimately	funding	$243,908	in	construction	costs	for	the	school	on	an	
eight-year, interest-bearing loan.  The project was completed just two days before the 
school welcomed its first students. 

Over the past two years, the school has seen its enrollment grow and has made its 
annual	payments	to	TLF	in	full	and	on	time.		TLF	is	proud	of	Level	Up	Academy’s	
progress	and	of	the	role	it	played.		The	foundation’s	president	explained,	“Our	approach	
evolved to fit the needs of the initiative at each stage.  At first we were a grantor.  But 
when the market would not provide financing, we stepped up and became a lender.  The 
PRI was instrumental in bringing this vision to fruition.”
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When representatives of the Winds of Peace Foundation (Winds of Peace) first made 
their	way	to	the	Jose	Alfredo	Zeledon	(JAZ)	coffee	cooperative	in	San	Juan	del	Rio	Coco	
in	Nicaragua	in	2005,	the	small	rural	community	there	had	little	room	in	which	to	hold	
a formal meeting.  They also largely lacked access to schools and financial credit.  What 
they did have was a dynamic, visionary leader and a shared determination to develop their 
local economy through the cooperative. 

Recognizing the potential of the community, Winds of Peace took a risk and made a 
$25,000	PRI	directly	to	JAZ	structured	as	a	one-year,	low-interest	loan,	which	the	
farmers in the cooperative used as working capital to plant and maintain their fields 
during the harvest cycle.  The entire loan was repaid with interest and on time.

Since	its	first	PRI	in	2006,	Winds	of	Peace	has	made	6	PRIs	to	JAZ	for	a	total	of	
$200,000.	Over	time,	the	JAZ	cooperative	has	made	full	use	of	the	credit	to	develop	
economically.  It established a cooperative store where farmers buy their seed, fertilizers, 
and	other	materials.		The	store	also	offers	a	formal	meeting	space	for	the	community.		
Strategically,	JAZ	has	even	encouraged	its	members	to	diversify	into	new	activities	like	
beekeeping,	so	that	the	community	is	not	dependent	only	on	coffee	production.		

The	work	Winds	of	Peace	has	done	with	JAZ	has	had	ripple	effects	in	neighboring	
communities.		In	fact,	JAZ	has	become	somewhat	of	a	model	for	other	cooperatives	
in	the	territory,	which	look	to	JAZ	for	advice	and	example.		JAZ	has	even	served	as	an	
intermediary on behalf of other cooperatives with respect to other PRIs from Winds 
of Peace.  

Since	1998,	Winds	of	Peace	has	made	187	PRIs	totaling	over	$11.7	million	to	
organizations	in	Nicaragua,	often	directly	to	rural	cooperatives	like	JAZ.		Despite	having	
a PRI portfolio that many would consider to be higher risk, Winds of Peace reports 
being in arrears on less than 2% of its loan principal.  It came as a bit of a surprise to the 
Winds of Peace that it had made the most PRIs of all Minnesota private foundations 
during this study period.  “We simply have found that PRIs work well for us and our 
goals,	and	so	we	make	use	of	them,”	said	their	Executive	Director,	“We’re	amazed	that	
PRIs are not more frequently utilized.  We certainly would encourage others to consider 
PRIs as well.”   

SPOTLIGHT  

Winds of Peace Foundation & Jose Alfredo Zeledon Cooperative


