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CRIME

Murder for hire 
plot goes awry

IN REGION & STATE, B3
www.mankatofreepress.com

&StateLocal
By Tim Krohn
tkrohn@mankatofreepress.com

WINDOM — More 
than 1,000 workers at a 
Windom pork plant are 
expected to be out of a 
job in the coming weeks.

HyLife Foods noti-
fi ed state offi  cials this 
week that the company 
is likely to permanently 
close the plant and lay 
off  employees as it has 

been unable to fi nd a 
buyer.

The Windom plant has 
housed about 200 of its 
workers at the former 
Norwood Inn hotel in 
North Mankato for the 
past two years. The 
agreement to house the 
workers there ends next 
month. The former hotel 
property is being pur-
chased by a developer 
who plans to turn it into 
housing and commercial 

space.
Canada-based HyLife 

in 2020 bought a 75% 
stake in Prime Pork from 
North Mankato busi-
nessman Glen Taylor. 
Taylor sold the rest of his 
interest in the company 
earlier this year.

HyLife told state of-
fi cials the pork industry 
has been troubled and 
they were unable to turn 
the company around.

“We have had to 

combat a number of 
challenges, including 
infl ationary pressures, 
high grain costs, for-
eign exchange rates and 
the plant’s operational 
losses,” HyLife wrote in a 
memo to the Minnesota 
Department of Employ-
ment and Economic 
Development.

“For some time now, 
the company has been 
exploring several stra-
tegic options that would 

have enabled it to contin-
ue go-forward operations 
despite these fi nancial 
challenges. Unfortunate-
ly, so far, these eff orts 
have not been success-
ful,” HyLife wrote.

Taylor and other inves-
tors bought the former 
beef-packing plant in 
2016, creating Prime 
Pork. The company was 
processing about 1.2 
million hogs a year at the 
plant.

HyLife pork plant likely to close, laying off 1,000

BIG IDEAS 
Six fi nalists pitch their ideas for 

a new start-up venture

MSU, recent alumni compete for prize money
By Tim Krohn
tkrohn@mankatofreepress.com

A 
startup venture that 
aims to make it easier 
and cheaper to diagnose 

animal health issues and suggest 
and track treatments won the Big 
Ideas Challenge at Minnesota 
State University.

Fin’s Finest Labs took the 
$5,000 fi rst prize and also gar-
nered $3,000 for winning in the 
Ag, Food and Beverage division 
of the competition.

Junior Zach Finholdt said Fin’s 
Finest Labs specializes in diag-
nosing diseases in animals, big 
and small, while off ering solu-
tions to treat diseases.

“FF Labs focuses on provid-
ing a customized local, reliable 
resource to all animal owners.”

The challenge gives MSU 
students and alumni within two 
years of graduating the oppor-
tunity to compete for $18,000 in 
prizes to fund their business.

Finholdt’s fi rst-place fi nish also 
gives him an automatic entry 
as a semifi nalist in the annual 
Minnesota Cup competition that 
awards large fi nancial prizes to 
help promising startups.

Finholdt had goats and showed 
them at the fair as a kid and said 
they had to wait to get paper 
results of lab tests sent in by a 
veterinarian and couldn’t easily 

keep track of an animal’s health 
history.

Fin’s Finest Labs will off er “bet-
ter technology, better testing” for 
owners of pets, small animals 
and for livestock owners.

“Instead of getting paper 
results, you have a database 
to keep track of the history of 
animals’ results and testing and 
treatment,” he said.

“We’re a centrally located lab 
that can give you quick results 
and treatment options.”

He is partnering with a vet-
erinarian group, large livestock 
producers and others on the 
business.

He said the business will be 
less expensive and give people 
more knowledge about their ani-
mals’ health and treatment.

The Big Ideas Challenge, 
hosted by the Center for Inno-
vation and Entrepreneurship, 
on Wednesday had six fi nalists 

Photos by Pat Christman
Zachary Finholdt talks about Fin’s Finest Labs during the Big Ideas Challenge Wednesday. His business concept won fi rst place.

The Free Press

The Minnesota Depart-
ment of Transportation 
announced Wednesday 
its plans for more than 
200 construction projects 
across the state this year.

Planned construction 
projects include 171 road 
and bridge projects, 
plus 52 that will improve 
airports, water ports, rail-
road crossings and transit 
infrastructure.

Warmer weather means 
drivers can expect to see 
more work zones around 
the state, as well as more 
people working on and 
around highway projects, 
Commissioner Nancy 
Daubenberger stated in a 
MnDOT press release.

The 2023 state construc-
tion program remains 
largely unchanged by the 

MnDOT 
announces 
projects

Restitution hearing 
set in chase case
LE CENTER — A man 
who led police on 
a high-speed chase 
through Le Sueur and 
Blue Earth counties 
has a restitution hear-
ing set aft er pleading 
guilty to a felony.

Lawrence Lyle 
Barber, 73, formerly 
of Arkansas, pleaded 
guilty to fl eeing police 
in a motor vehicle in 
February in Le Sueur 
County District Court. 
He was sentenced to 
281 days in county jail, 
which he’d served.

Barber had a court 
hearing Tuesday, set-
ting up a restitution 
hearing for June 13.

The chase in August 
2021 began at Lake 
Washington Regional 
Park, according to a 
criminal complaint. He 
reached speeds of up 
to 100 mph, leading po-
lice from the park into 
Mankato.

Aft er he drove over 
stop sticks on Highway 
14, offi  cers eventually 
stopped him on North 
Victory Drive near 
Highway 22. Police 
reported fi nding a 
marijuana pipe in the 
vehicle.

As part of his plea, 
charges of reckless 
driving, drug para-
phernalia possession, 
disobeying a stop sign 
and speeding were 
dismissed.

P-EBT benefits 
extended for 2023
MANKATO — Pandem-
ic Electronic Benefi ts 
Transfer, or P-EBT, 
benefi ts have been ex-
tended for the school 
year and this summer.

The program, which 
provides eligible 
children with nutri-
tion benefi ts on an EBT 
card when they miss 
school meals because 
of COVID-19 school 
closures, has been 
extended. The benefi ts 
will be available to 
families whose chil-
dren were absent from 
school due to COVID-
related issues during 
the 2022-23 school 
year.

Mankato Area Public 
Schools said in a news 
release that families 
will need to report the 
days their kids were 
absent due to CO-
VID-19 for this school 
year. (For the form, see 
this article on manka-
tofreepress.com for a 
link.)

Summer P-EBT 
benefi ts will be auto-
matically distributed 
to families that qualify 
for free or reduced 
meals.

Families with ques-
tions about specifi c 
dates, the number of 
days their children 
qualify or about free 
or reduced-price meal 
eligibility can email 
nutritionservice@
isd77.org or leave 
a voicemail at 507-
388-7442 and include 
their child’s name and 
school.
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BRIEFS

Heide Roeschli shows a STEM kit Wednesday that would be created by Louie Labs during the Big Ideas 
Challenge. Louie Labs garnered the High Tech division award and a $3,000 prize and took second place, 
winning an additional $3,000.
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Voters in the Gibbon-
Fairfax-Winthrop school 
district approved both 
questions in a referen-
dum Tuesday, giving the 
green light for construc-
tion of a new PreK-12 
facility in a centralized 
location.

The fi rst question 
received 1,356 yes votes 
and 675 no votes and will 
authorize the district to 
construct a centrally lo-
cated grades 7-12 facility 
for $55 million.

The second question 
received 1,345 yes votes 
and 680 no votes and will 
authorize the district 
to construct a centrally 
located PreK-12 facility 
for an additional $14.9 
million over Question 1.

With both questions 
passing, the district will 

GFW voters 
support 
new school

Please see MNDOT, Page B3

Please see SCHOOL, Page B2Please see IDEAS, Page B3
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Spring City Wide Garage Sale
The OFFICIAL Sponsor of the The OFFICIAL Sponsor of the Annual Greater MankatoAnnual Greater Mankato

Find up-to-the-minute garage sale postings online atFind up-to-the-minute garage sale postings online at
www.mankatofreepress.com/www.mankatofreepress.com/classifiedsclassifieds

PLEASE NOTE:  Garage sale completed forms with payments must be either mailed to the address shown above, 
or you can drop off the completed form with payment in the drop box located to the right side of our door.

OR E-MAIL TO:
classified@mankatofreepress.com

All info requested above must be included.

MAIL FORM TO

Citywide Garage Sale
418 South Second Street

Mankato, MN 56001 DEADLINE: MAY 2ND @ 10AM

Make checks payable to "The Free Press"

Thursday: ____________ Friday: ________________ Saturday: ___________

Location of Sale: ___________________________________________________
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1. Standard cost of Dates/Times/Location from Step A. ................$ ___________
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36-45 words............................Add $17.00

3 Items/Description cost from chart above.......................................$ ___________

ADDITIONAL OPTIONS
4. Line border around ad Add $2.00......................................................$ ___________

5 Garage Sale Graphic Add $3.00..........................................................$ ___________

TOTAL DUE - Under STEP C add lines 1-5 ..................................$ ___________
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STEP B

Complete this information & submit with payment as shown below.STEP D
Name of Person Placing Ad _________________________________________________

Address _________________________________________________________________

Daytime Telephone _______________________________________________________

Email _______________________________________________________________

7.00

federal Infrastructure 
Investment and Jobs 
Act. Although Congress 
passed that federal ap-
propriation bill in March 
2022, authority for 
MnDOT to spend the 
additional dollars was 
only approved by the 
Minnesota Legislature in 
February.

The agency expects the 
size of construction pro-
grams in 2024 and future 
years to be larger with 
the additional federal 
funds provided by the 
federal act, the release 
said.

Signifi cant projects in 
south-central Minnesota 
this year include:

• Highway 14 expan-
sion project between 
New Ulm and Nicollet 
that, when fi nished later 
this year, will complete 
a continuous four-lane 
road between New Ulm 
and Rochester.

• Interstate 90’s west-
bound lanes from two 
miles west of Blue Earth 
to Highway 22 south of 
Wells will be resurfaced. 
The project includes 
work on ramps, bridges, 
culverts and lighting.

• Highway 15/60 west-
bound lanes near Mad-
elia will be resurfaced. 
The project includes 
lighting, improvements 
for drainage, guardrail 
updates and bridge 
repair.

• Highway 22 from 
Mapleton to Wells will be 
resurfaced. The project 
includes the addition of 
new curb ramps, side-
walk updates and the ad-
dition of a short segment 
of new sidewalk.

• Highway 169/99/22 
intersections in St. Peter 
will have improvements 
to aid traffi  c fl ow and 
increase safety.

• Highway 13 through 
Montgomery will be 

resurfaced and a round-
about constructed at 
the intersection with Le 
Sueur County Road 28.

• Highway 15 near Lew-
isville will have a 9-mile 
section resurfaced. The 
project includes culvert 
repairs and the installa-
tion of a snow fence.

For an overview of 

the 2023 state construc-
tion program, including 
interactive maps and full 
project lists, visit: mndot.
gov/construction. Indi-
vidual project pages in-
clude information about 
construction schedules, 
detours and traffi  c im-
pacts, maps, benefi ts and 
project costs.

MNDOT: Hwy 14, I-90, more in upcoming project
Continued from Page B1

pitch their ideas for a new 
venture before naming 
winners.

Ashley Niss, administra-
tive coordinator of the 
Center for Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship at MSU, 
said many of the past par-
ticipants in the challenge 
have done well.

“The competition is a 
great way for our fi nal-
ists to learn. We’ve had 
some pretty successful 
entrepreneurs come 
out of this,” she said of 
the event, which is in its 
ninth year.

“Several of them have 
started successful compa-
nies or applied the skills 
they had for successful 
corporate jobs.”

She said this year’s crop 
of entrepreneurs was a 
good one.

“We had a lot of great 
applicants. I think the 
fi nalists we have this year 
are the best we’ve had.”

Louie Labs
Louie Labs garnered the 

High Tech division award 
and a $3,000 prize and 
took second place, win-
ning an additional $3,000.

Five students devel-
oped the concept: senior 
Franz Sherman, senior 
Yeng Moua, junior Heidi 
Roeschli, senior Daniel 
Armstrong and senior 
Benjamin Zuehlke.

Louie Labs is a subscrip-
tion box that contains 
STEM-based projects 
and activities tailored to 
individuals with visual 
impairments.

Arrmstrong, founder of 
the lab, said helping visu-
ally impaired kids gain 
STEM knowledge will 
bring more of them into 
the professional fi elds.

“We hope this can break 
down barriers.”

Team members said 

STEM kits would be sent 
to kids who are blind 
or otherwise visually 
impaired to allow them 
to learn without intensive 
adult supervision.

They aim to sell 3,000 
kits per month for $50 per 
kit.

Allergy Aware
Allergy Aware took the 

People’s Choice Award 
and a $2,000 prize as well 
as capturing third place 
in the competition for 
another $2,000 in prize 
money.

MSU graduate Brady 
Barr said his business 
idea will help those with 
food allergies to know 
what is in foods on the 
menu when they dine out.

“The solution lies in 
providing an allergy 
menu that clearly indi-
cates the allergens pres-
ent in each dish. That’s 
where Allergy Aware 
steps in,” he said.

They will partner with 
restaurants to develop 
personalized allergy 
menus. He said peanuts, 
milk, eggs, cheese and 
tree nuts can cause seri-
ous or even deadly reac-

tions in many people.
“It’s a huge problem 

right now, and people 
have a tough time going 
to restaurants.”

Barr worked with Pub 
500 to create an allergy 
menu and got good feed-
back from the restaurant, 
which said the allergen 
menu has been embraced 
by customers with food 
allergies.

He is now working with 
restaurants in Sioux Falls 
to develop menus.

Participating restau-
rants will have a QR code 
at each table that custom-
ers can scan to get an 
allergen menu.

Other fi nalists were:

2 Seasons Snow 
Removal and Lawn Care

Sophomores Harri-
son Braudis and Chase 
Bartlett said their idea 
was an Uber and Door-
Dash inspired company.

They would deliver 
snow removal and lawn 
mowing services at the 
convenience of the cus-
tomer through an app by 
pairing them with local 
snow removal or lawn 
care companies for a one-

time job.
He said the business 

would be focused on 
homeowners, particularly 
seniors and busy families.

Infi nity 3D Concrete
Sophomore Bryce Stal-

boerger said the company 
would “utilize revolution-
ary technology to change 
the construction industry, 
and the world, through 
the limitless possibili-
ties of 3D printing with 
concrete.”

He said he has the 
knowledge as a construc-
tion management student 
to capitalize on the new 
fi eld of 3D concrete print-
ing.

The printers use a spe-
cially formulated con-
crete that is loaded into a 
printer with the printer 
programmed to produce 
a specifi c concrete item, 
from a planter to a storm 
sewer pipe to a concrete 
house.

HyperFocus
Junior Dominic Bothe 

said the mobile applica-
tion is designed to help 
students with ADHD 
improve their academic 
performance in tradition-
al classroom settings.

He said many students 
with ADHD drop out of 
school before graduating 
and said those with ADHD 
can have higher rates of 
substance abuse and ac-
cidents.

“Say goodbye to distrac-
tions and hello to suc-
cess,” he said of the app 
he is developing.

It will be a personalized 
and customized app for 
students that fi rst tracks 
and manages symptoms, 
sets goals for the stu-
dents, maps progress and 
has adaptive task remind-
ers.

IDEAS: Other winning ideas pitched
Continued from Page B1

Pat Christman
Harrison Braudis presents his idea Wednesday for 2 Seasons Snow Removal and 
Lawn Care during the Big Ideas Challenge.

By Tim Nelson 
Minnesota Public Radio News

A 38-year-old Sauk 
Centre, Minn., man is 
facing a fi rst-degree 
murder conspiracy 
charge, aft er 
allegedly trying 
twice to hire a 
hitman to kill a 
family member, 
and possibly go-
ing through with 
a payment two 
years ago. 

Robert Charles Thom-
as Sr. was arrested Mon-
day, the second time 
the killing was planned 
to have taken place.

According to a crimi-
nal complaint fi led 
against him in Todd 
County, Thomas had 
repeatedly expressed 
an interest in killing a 
family member, from 
whom he believed he 
might inherit sub-
stantial property and 
who allegedly had a 
romantic relationship 
with Thomas’ wife. The 
target was not identifi ed 
in any other detail.

An informant told lo-
cal authorities Thomas 
had already hired a 
person to carry out the 
killing for $10,000 in 
2021, but the person did 
not follow through.

Local investigators 
brought in an agent 
from the Minnesota 
Bureau of Criminal Ap-
prehension, who met 
with Thomas in a gro-
cery store parking lot 
in Long Prairie, Minn., 
identifying himself as a 
potential killer-for-hire.

The complaint says 
Thomas laid out his 
plan in detail, during an 
hour-long conversation 
recorded on video as 
the two sat together in 
a vehicle. The under-

cover agent and 
Thomas shook 
hands on the 
deal and agreed 
to have the 
crime take place 
aft er Easter 
weekend, unless 

Thomas changed his 
mind and called it off .

Thomas said he 
would sell off  his 
inherited assets and 
give the killer $50,000, 
according to the charge. 
He also allegedly said 
the payment he made 
to the fi rst purported 
killer would be a bonus. 
Thomas also alleg-
edly told the agent he’d 
previously made plans 
to carry out the killing 
himself — prompt-
ing the agent to warn 
Thomas not to carry out 
that plan.

He was arrested 
Monday at his work, 
aft er telling the agent 
there was no need to 
wait to carry out the 
killing and that he 
was sure he wanted it 
done. Aft er his arrest, 
Thomas admitted to the 
plot, according to the 
Todd County Attorney’s 
Offi  ce.

Thomas made his 
fi rst court appear-
ance in Long Prairie 
on Wednesday and is 
scheduled to be back in 
court May 1.

Murder for hire 
plot goes awry

Minnesota Public 
Radio News can be 
heard in Mankato 
on 90.5 FM or at 
MPRnews.org.


