
Nomination narrative for John H, Herman 
 

John Herman came to Minnesota in late 1971 with the intent to commit two years to public interest law.  The modern environmental 
movement was young and full of energy, and he and I were the first lawyers for the Minnesota Public Interest Research Group (a student 
funded advocacy group). After MPIRG, in 1973, we formed our own firm, the first client of which was “Project Environment” the Sierra 
Club’s seminal effort to have the environment professionally represented at the legislature. This effort also gave birth to a leading 
environmental advocacy group, the Minnesota Center for Environmental Advocacy which John and I also represented. We called our job a 
“full time lobbyist for the environment. “   John has always been a “lawyer’s lawyer” one who will think creatively to find a solution, even 
when it might require changing the law. He is a natural advocate who can quickly and effectively advance the significant and persuasive 
arguments.  It is not hyperbole to say he was one of the state’s leading environmental advocates in those formative years that created the 
landscape of Minnesota’s fundamental environmental laws. 

 As one of John’s first projects he organized a state-wide public information and advocacy effort to implement the Clean Air Act.  He 
educated hundreds of citizens to understand the law and advocate for regulations.  Most of those regulations are still on the books and 
the State program was one of the first approved nationwide.  In the process, he also learned the power of showing up and advocacy in the 
public arena.   

 In 1972 he served on the Governor’s Power Plant Siting Committee and wrote the Committee report and draft law.  This was one of the 
state’s first comprehensive land use laws.   

 Realizing siting was only the tail end of the process, he then proposed the State’s first Energy Act, creating the State Energy Agency (now 
in the Department of Commerce) and Certificate of Need.  This process led later to Minnesota leading the nation in the conversion to 
renewable sources of energy.   

 In land use, he wrote the Metropolitan Council’s Metropolitan Land Use Planning and Metropolitan Significance laws, both still on the 
books.  These have been widely recognized as resulting in our regions’ reputation as having the best regional planning in the nation.  

 He was also a key player in advocacy and adoption of dozens of other environmental laws in that early period.  The Minnesota 
Environmental Policy Act (which created the Environmental Quality Board) is a prime example, still viable in requiring environmental 
reviews.  Other Examples include:  the Mine land Reclamation Act, the Critical Areas Act, the ban on PCBs, the Outdoor Recreation Act.  All 
still are in place.   

 The North Star Chapter of the Sierra Club named John the “Environmentalist of the Decade” at the end of the 1970’s.  
. 

In 1974, he also began his many years of successful advocacy efforts for parks and trails.  He lobbied for the Metropolitan Open Space law 
in 1974 and convinced the legislature to increase its authorized funding from $30 to $40 million, arguing successfully that a delay in 
enactment had made land prices higher due to inflation.  The next year, he proposed to Governor Wendell Anderson the launch of 
“Resource 2000” an effort to buy key in-holdings in State Parks and other critical public land areas.  Governor Anderson made it the heart 
of his State of the State message.  In 1975, the legislature authorized $60 Million for this effort.  By the end of 2004, the total 
appropriations in laws where John was the chief advocate for open space acquisition—trails, parks, wild and scenic rivers, state forests, 
wildlife management areas and metro parks, totaled over $250 Million.  During that time, he also was a primary lobbyist for the creation 
of the Root River Bicycle Trail (1980) and Tettagouche Park (1979), both now recognized as gems of our state, but very controversial at the 
time. 

 
More recently, in pro bono efforts while in private practice, he has continued his advocacy for the parks and the environment.   

 In 1990-91, he advocated for a one-time increase in Metro Parks funding of $10 M and creation of the Cedar Lake Trail, that completed 
the Chain of Lakes trail system and created a bike trail into downtown Minneapolis.   

 In the early 90s, realizing due to his real estate practice that hazardous waste laws were not working for brownfield renewal, he 
conceptualized and lobbied successfully for the State’s pioneering Voluntary Investigation and Clean Up (“VIC” or Land Recycling) Law.  
This won the Ford Foundation Innovation in Government Award, was copied in over 20 states and has resulted in redevelopment and 
clean-up of over 3000 sites statewide.  Land Recycling also included the state’s unique funding for clean-up from the Department of 
Employment and Economic Development (DEED) and the Metro Council’s Tax Based Revitalization programs, which have continued and 
provided millions for brownfield clean-up.   

 Finally, during the Great Recession in 2009, he championed the idea of a State Historic Tax Credit, now recognized as one of the best in 
the nation, that has been credited with creating over $2 Billion of historic preservation projects.   

 
  For his lifetime of commitment to environmental advocacy and sensible legislation, John would be a very worthy recipient of the 

Eldon Kaul award.   

 


