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Process Paper

We chose our History Day topic by considering that Luke enjoys the outdoors, Bailey is
interested in environmental issues, and we wanted to do a regional topic with broad implications.
A court case seemed like a logical choice for the theme “Turning Points in History.” As we
researched Minnesota court cases, we read about Freeborn County v. Bryson and recognized that

the case fit our criteria.

We found many sources that were useful to our project. The most important was our
phone interview with Joseph Sax, a pioneer in environmental law, former counselor to the
Secretary of the U.S. Department of the Interior in President Clinton’s administration, and
current professor emeritus at Berkeley School of Law. He helped us to understand the national
implications of the role that the Minnesota Supreme Court case Freeborn County v. Bryson
played in establishing citizen suit legislation. Another significant source was the Minnesota
Historical Society oral history interview with William Bryson, which provided us with details of
the case. We found several law review journal articles, which helped us to understand the legal
implications of the Bryson case, as well as to clarify its legal jargon. Other academic journals
provided us with a better understanding of Aldo Leopold’s land ethic and its influence on
environmental legislation. We also conducted email interviews with Vicki Munson, a North Star
Sierra Club representative, Charles Dayton, an attorney involved in the passage of the 1971
Minnesota Environmental Rights Act (MERA), and Doug Norris, current Minnesota Department
of Natural Resources (DNR) Wetlands Program Coordinator. Additionally, we conducted an
email and personal interview with John Idstrom, an expert witness for Bryson’s case from the

DNR, as well as two personal interviews with Bill Bryson at his home in Alden, Minnesota. Mr.



Bryson showed us a scrapbook with newspaper and journal articles about the case, many of

which we later found on microfilm during our two visits to the Minnesota Historical Society.

Our greatest difficulty in our research was the changing focus of our project due to the
many implications of the case. What began as a project about wetland legislation broadened into
one about the much larger issue of environmental law. Later, it came to include the ethics
underlying the study and application of environmental law. This required us to continually

rethink our thesis and extend our research.

Our project ties to the theme “Turning Points in History” because the Minnesota Supreme
Court decision in Freeborn County v. Bryson was a turning point in environmental legislation.
Citing Aldo Leopold’s land ethic, the case firmly established the Minnesota Environmental
Rights Act as a precedent for future citizen suits, shifting the role of environmental protection
from government agencies to citizens. As a result, the Act has been used as a model for citizen
suit legislation in other states, as well as at the national level. In addition, the plight of

Minnesota’s wetlands was addressed and Bryson’s marsh was saved.
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