
  

  

1 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

COMMITTEE ON OVERSIGHT AND GOVERNMENT REFORM,  5 

U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,  6 

WASHINGTON, D.C. 7 

 8 

 9 

 10 

 11 

INTERVIEW OF:  EMILY HONER 12 

 13 

 14 

 15 

Thursday, January 29, 2026 16 

 17 

Washington, D.C. 18 

 19 

 20 

The interview in the above matter was held in room 2335, Rayburn House Office Building, 21 

commencing at 9:00 a.m. 22 



  

  

2 

Appearances: 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

For the COMMITTEE ON OVERSIGHT AND GOVERNMENT REFORM:   5 

 6 

DANIEL ASHWORTH, GENERAL COUNSEL  7 

JACK EMMER, CHIEF COUNSEL FOR INVESTIGATIONS  8 

DANIEL FALCONE, PROFESSIONAL STAFF MEMBER  9 

NATHAN FISH, UNDERGRADUATE FELLOW  10 

JACK FURLA,  COUNSEL 11 

BILLY GRANT, DEPUTY CHIEF COUNSEL FOR INVESTIGATIONS  12 

PETER SPECTRE, DEPUTY DIRECTOR OF OVERSIGHT 13 

KAITY WOLFE, DIRECTOR OF OVERSIGHT 14 

MARY WOODARD, SENIOR COUNSEL 15 

, MINORITY COUNSEL  16 

, MINORITY LEGAL INTERN  17 

, MINORITY SENIOR COUNSEL  18 

, MINORITY COUNSEL 19 

, MINORITY LEGAL INTERN  20 

, MINORITY CHIEF COUNSEL21 



  

  

3 

For EMILY HONER:  1 

 2 

ROBERT S. SILVERBLATT, ESQ.   3 

DAVID C. RYBICKI, ESQ. 4 

SOPHIA A. KHAN, ESQ. 5 

K&L Gates, LLP  6 

1601 K Street NW 7 

Washington, D.C. 200068 



  

  

4 

 1 

Ms. Wolfe.  We will go on the record.   2 

Good morning.   3 

Ms. Honer.  Good morning.   4 

Ms. Wolfe.  This is a transcribed interview of Ms. Emily Honer, conducted by the Committee 5 

on Oversight and Government Reform under the authority granted to it by House Rule X.  6 

Accordingly, House Rule X grants broad jurisdiction for the Committee to conduct investigations of 7 

any matter at any time.   8 

The Committee may use the results of this investigation to inform legislative solutions and 9 

improve Federal efforts to combat waste, fraud, and abuse of Federal dollars.  Additionally, the 10 

Committee is assessing possible legislation aimed at bolstering or otherwise amending laws aimed at 11 

preventing fraud.   12 

Can the witness please state and spell her name for the record?   13 

Ms. Honer.  Yes.  Good morning.  My name is Emily Honer.  First name, E-m-i-l-y; last name, 14 

H-o-n-e-r.   15 

Ms. Wolfe.  Thank you.   16 

My name is Kaity Wolfe, and I'm the Director of Oversight for Chairman James Comer.   17 

Under the Committee's rules, you are allowed to have counsel present to advise you during 18 

this interview.  Do you have counsel present with you today?   19 

Ms. Honer.  Yes, I do.   20 

Ms. Wolfe.  Will counsel please identify themselves for the record?   21 

Mr. Silverblatt.  Rob Silverblatt of K&L Gates, for Ms. Honer. 22 

Mr. Rybicki.  David Rybicki with K&L Gates.  We represent Emily Honer.   23 

Ms. Khan.  Sophia Khan from K&L Gates, for Ms. Honer.   24 

Ms. Wolfe.  Thank you.   25 
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For the record, it is our understanding that K&L Gates is representing the State of Minnesota 1 

and you in your personal capacity through joint representation.  Is that accurate?   2 

Ms. Honer.  Yes, I believe so.   3 

Ms. Wolfe.  For the record, starting with the majority staff, can the additional staff members 4 

please introduce themselves with their name, title, and affiliation?   5 

Mr. Emmer.  Jack Emmer, Chief Counsel for Investigations for Chairman Comer.   6 

Mr. Furla.  Jack Furla, Counsel for the oversight team for Chairman Comer.   7 

Ms. Woodard.  Mary Woodard, Senior Counsel for the oversight team, Chairman Comer.   8 

Mr. Spectre.  Peter Spectre, Deputy Director of Oversight for Chairman Comer.   9 

Mr. Grant.  Billy Grant, Deputy Chief Counsel for Investigations for Chairman Comer.   10 

Mr. Falcone.  Daniel Falcone, Professional Staff Member for Chairman Comer.   11 

.  , legal intern.   12 

.  , legal intern.   13 

.  , counsel with the minority.   14 

.  , senior counsel with the minority.   15 

.  , deputy chief counsel for the minority.   16 

.  , chief counsel for the minority.   17 

Ms. Wolfe.  Thank you all.   18 

Ms. Honer, before we begin, I would like to go over the procedures for this transcribed 19 

interview.   20 

The questioning will proceed in rounds.  The majority will ask questions for an hour, and then 21 

the minority will have an opportunity to ask questions for an hour if they choose.   22 

The clock will stop if you need to confer with counsel, your counsel is speaking, and when 23 

staff are speaking during the opposing side's rounds of questions.   24 

We will alternate back and forth in this manner until there are no more questions.   25 
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We will take a short break at the end of each hour.  If the witness would like to take a break at 1 

any other time, just please let us know.  If, however, there is a pending question, I will ask the 2 

witness to finish answering the question before we stop to take a break.   3 

Do you understand?   4 

Ms. Honer.  Yes, I do.   5 

Ms. Wolfe.  As you can see, there is a court reporter taking down everything I say and 6 

everything you say to make a written record of the interview.   7 

For the record, please be clear, please wait until the staffer questioning you finishes each 8 

question before you begin your answer, and the staffer will wait until you finish your response before 9 

proceeding to the next question.   10 

Further, to ensure the reporter can properly record this interview, please speak clearly, 11 

concisely, and slowly.  Also, the reporter cannot record nonverbal answers, such as nodding or 12 

shaking your head, so it is important that you answer each question with an audible, verbal answer.   13 

Do you understand?   14 

Ms. Honer.  Yes, I do.   15 

Ms. Wolfe.  Exhibits may be entered into the record.  Majority exhibits will be identified 16 

numerically; minority exhibits will be identified alphabetically.   17 

We want you to answer our questions in the most complete and truthful manner possible, so 18 

we will take our time.   19 

If you have any questions or do not fully understand the question, please let us know, and we 20 

will attempt to clarify or add context to or rephrase any of our questions.   21 

If we ask about specific conversations or events in the past and you are unable to recall the 22 

exact words or details, you should testify to the substance of those conversations or events to the 23 

best of your recollection.   24 

If you recall only a part of a conversation or event, you should give us the best of your 25 
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recollection of those events or parts of the conversations that you do recall.   1 

Do you understand?   2 

Ms. Honer.  Yes, I do.   3 

Ms. Wolfe.  You are here voluntarily, and we will not swear you in.  However, you are 4 

required by law to answer questions from Congress truthfully.  This also applies to questions posed 5 

by congressional staff in this interview.   6 

Do you understand?   7 

Ms. Honer.  Yes I do.   8 

Ms. Wolfe.  Witnesses who knowingly provide false statements could be subject to criminal 9 

prosecution.  This includes both knowingly providing false testimony but also stating that you do not 10 

recall or remember something when, in fact, you do.   11 

Do you understand?   12 

Ms. Honer.  Yes, I do.   13 

Ms. Wolfe.  Furthermore, you cannot tell half-truths or exclude information necessary to 14 

make a statement accurate.  You are required to provide all information that would make your 15 

response truthful.  A deliberate failure to disclose information can constitute a false statement.   16 

Do you understand?   17 

Ms. Honer.  Yes, I do.   18 

Ms. Wolfe.  Is there a reason that you are unable to provide truthful testimony in today's 19 

interview?   20 

Ms. Honer.  No, there is not.   21 

Ms. Wolfe.  Please note that if you wish to assert a privilege over any statement today, that 22 

assertion must comply with the Rules of the Committee on Oversight and Government Reform.   23 

Pursuant to that, Committee Rule 16(c)(1) states, "For the Chair to consider assertions of 24 

privilege over testimony or statements, witnesses or entities must clearly state the specific privilege 25 
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being asserted and the reason for the assertion on or before the scheduled date of testimony or 1 

appearance."   2 

Do you understand?   3 

Ms. Honer.  I understand.   4 

Ms. Wolfe.  For the purposes of the transcribed interview, objections must be stated concisely 5 

and in a non-argumentative and non-suggestive manner.   6 

If the witness refuses to answer a question to preserve a privilege, the Committee may seek a 7 

ruling from the Chair.  If the Chair overrules any such objection, the witness shall be ordered to 8 

answer.   9 

If the witness continues to not answer a question despite being ordered to do so, the 10 

Committee will consider all available tools to compel an answer.   11 

Do you understand?   12 

Ms. Honer.  Yes, I do.   13 

Ms. Wolfe.  Do you have any other questions before we begin?   14 

Ms. Honer.  I do not.   15 

Ms. Wolfe.  Excellent.   16 

All right.  The time reads 9:07, and the majority's time will begin now.   17 

I'll turn it over to my colleagues. 18 

EXAMINATION 19 

BY MR. EMMER:  20 

Q Ms. Honer, I want to first thank you again for taking part in this interview voluntarily and 21 

for your work for the State of Minnesota over the years.   22 

The Committee recognizes that you have testified on fraud in Minnesota previously and 23 

specifically that you were a key witness during the DOJ's criminal trials.  The Committee appreciates 24 

your participation today, and we will do our best not to ask you the same questions you've already 25 
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testified to.   1 

So let's first start by discussing your education and experience.  Where did you attend 2 

undergraduate school?   3 

A I attended undergraduate school at the University of Wisconsin-Stout.  4 

Q And what degree did you graduate with?  5 

A I graduated with a bachelor's in service management, a specialization in gerontology, 6 

and a minor in human development and family studies.  7 

Q Do you have a master's or higher educational degree?  8 

A Yes, I do.  9 

Q And what is that in? 10 

A I have a master's in healthcare administration.  11 

Q Is that from the same university?  12 

A It is not.  13 

Q Which university is that from?  14 

A I received that from the Southern New Hampshire University.  15 

Q Are you from Minnesota originally?  16 

A I am not.  17 

Q How long have you lived in Minnesota?  18 

A I have lived in Minnesota since 2017, so almost 9 years.  19 

Q Who is your current employer, and what is your current job title?  20 

A My current employer is the Minnesota Department of Education, and my title is the 21 

director of nutrition program services.  22 

Q Can you briefly go through your professional career up until now?  23 

A Yes.   24 

After receiving my bachelor's, I worked for the Bayfield County Department of Health 25 
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and Human -- I'm sorry -- Department of Human Services in Wisconsin, and I was an aging and 1 

disability services specialist.   2 

After that, I went to the Bad River Tribe, and I worked for the Health and Wellness Center.   3 

When moving to Minnesota, I took a job with a private corporation in assisted living.  That 4 

was The Waters corporation.   5 

And from there, I took a job with the Minnesota Department of Education.  6 

Q When did you begin your employment with the Minnesota Department of Education?  7 

A I believe it was May 2019.  8 

Q And what was your position at that time?   9 

A My position in May of 2019 was the Business Operations and Support Services 10 

Supervisor.  11 

Q And what were your duties and responsibilities as part of that position?  12 

A My duties as that position was to oversee the business operations of the Nutrition 13 

Program Services Division.  That included overseeing application processing, claim processing, 14 

financial reviews as it related to certain programs, the United States Department of Agriculture food 15 

distribution program.  And I believe that was -- were the main duties.  16 

Q And you were promoted within MDE; is that right?  17 

A That is correct.  18 

Q What position were you promoted to?  19 

A From the Business Operations and Support Services Supervisor, I was promoted to -- I 20 

believe I took Program Integrity Manager as the next position.  After that -- that was a very brief 21 

position.  After that, I took a promotion as the Assistant Director of the division.  And then, in August 22 

of 2023, I took the position of Director of Nutrition Program Services.  23 

Q Are all those positions within the same office?  It's just a natural promotion from each -- 24 

from the initial position you had?  25 
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A Yes.  They are all within the Nutrition Program Services Division.  1 

Q Who did you report to in your initial role?  I believe it was the business operations and 2 

support services.   3 

A Yes.  In that role, I reported to Monica Herrera.  4 

Q And what was Monica Herrera's position?  5 

A Monica's position at that time was Director of Nutrition Program Services.  6 

Q And, again, you mentioned that you were previously in the private sector prior to being 7 

at MDE.   8 

A Correct.  9 

Q What was -- what were -- I guess, what were your duties and responsibilities in those 10 

position?   11 

A I was --  12 

Q Positions.  Sorry.   13 

A That's okay.   14 

In the private sector, which was the position right before the Minnesota Department of 15 

Education, I was in the role of Business Operations Manager.  As I mentioned, we were assisted living 16 

-- 17 

Q Uh-huh. 18 

A -- so I had a primary location, but I oversaw business operations temporarily for other 19 

locations as well.  20 

Q Would it be safe to say that you have a background in compliance?  21 

A I think that is a safe generalization, yes.  22 

Q And you did work on compliance while at the Department of Education?  23 

A Yes.  24 

Q You still do.  Is that right?  25 
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A Yes.  1 

Q And so you mentioned Ms. Herrera.  Who did Ms. Herrera report to?  2 

A Monica Herrera reported to Daron Korte when I was in the position of Business 3 

Operations Support Services Supervisor.   4 

Q And I'm interested in that chain of command.  So who would've Mr. Korte reported to?  5 

A It is my understanding that Mr. Korte, Daron Korte, reported to the commissioner.  6 

Q Within your roles at the Department of Education, how much interaction do you have 7 

with the Governor's Office during your day-to-day?  8 

A I have no interaction with the Governor's Office on my normal day-to-day.  9 

Q Do you have any interaction with the Governor's Office within your roles?  10 

A What I can think of for that is, I sit on a project for Children, Youth, and Families, and I 11 

have to report on a quarterly basis to staffers, some of which who I believe are in the Governor's 12 

Office.  13 

Q Do you have names of those staffers that you can provide us?  14 

A Yes.  So, last year, I believe Chris Schmitter was leading the group.  And it's the Food 15 

Insecurity Work Group, I believe is the name.   16 

That recently changed; Chris is not leading that.  And I do not remember the name of the 17 

person who is now.  18 

BY MR. FURLA: 19 

Q Do you know who took over after Mr. Schmitter?  20 

A I do not.   21 

Q Ms. Honer, I'd like to ask if you've spoke with or emailed any of the following people 22 

regarding Feeding Our Future between January 1st, 2019, and today.  And for now you can say "yes" 23 

or "no," and we will come back to discuss each one.   24 

A Okay.   25 
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Q Governor Walz?  1 

A I do not believe so.  2 

Q Lieutenant Governor Peggy Flanagan?  3 

A I do not believe so.  4 

Q Mr. Chris Schmitter?  5 

A I do not believe so.  6 

Q Mr. Patrick Tanis?  7 

A I do not believe so.  8 

Q Mr. Steve Grove?  9 

A I do not believe so.  10 

Q Mary Cathryn Ricker?  11 

A I do not recall.  12 

Q Heather Mueller?  13 

A Yes.  14 

Q Willie Jett?  15 

A I do not believe so.   16 

Can I ask a clarifying question?  Can you tell me the dates again?   17 

Q Yes.  From January 1st, 2019, to the present.   18 

A Oh, I'm sorry.  Sure.  Okay.  So --   19 

Mr. Silverblatt.  And the question is, emailed or spoke with?   20 

BY MR. FURLA:  21 

Q Yes, if you've spoke with, emailed, or any otherwise communicated with any of the 22 

following people. 23 

Would you like me to go back through that list?  24 

A No.  Commissioner Willie Jett was the only one that I would change and would say I 25 



  

  

14 

believe so.   1 

Q Ms. Monica Herrera?  2 

A Yes.  3 

Q Mr. Daron Korte?  4 

A Yes.  5 

Q Attorney General Keith Ellison?  6 

A No.  7 

Q Jacob Frey?  8 

A Yes.  9 

Q Salim Ahmed Said?  10 

A Not that I recall.  11 

Q Abshir Omar?  12 

A Not that I recall.  13 

Q Omar Fateh?  14 

A Yes.  15 

Q Jamal Osman?  16 

A Yes, I believe so.  17 

Q Amba Osman?  18 

A I do not believe so.  19 

Q Abdi Nur Salah?  20 

A I do not believe so.  21 

Q Abdulkadir Nur Salah?  22 

A I do not believe so.  23 

Q Ms. Ali Is (ph)?  24 

A I do not believe so.  25 
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Q Mr. Guhaad Hashi Said?  1 

A I do not believe so.  2 

Q Former USDA Secretary Sonny Perdue?  3 

A I do not believe so.  4 

Q Former Acting USDA Secretary Kevin Shea?  5 

A I do not believe so.  6 

Q Former USDA Secretary Tom Vilsack?  7 

A I do not believe so.  8 

Q Any current or former Member of the United States Congress or Senate?  9 

A I believe so.  10 

Q Who?  11 

A It would be -- from my recollection, it would be Members in Minnesota, and it would've 12 

been by email, I believe.  13 

Q Do you remember which Members?  14 

A I do not.  15 

Q So, going back through a few of these, just to circle back on the ones you do remember 16 

speaking to:  Heather Mueller.  What was the substance of that conversation?  17 

A I don't remember the conversations had, but Commissioner Mueller -- actually, I take 18 

that back.  I can remember a conversation, I believe it was in the fall of 2022, and we reviewed the 19 

Feeding Our Future issue.  So that would've been the conversation that I remember with 20 

Commissioner Mueller.  21 

Q Could you expand a little bit more on the substance of that conversation?  22 

A Sure.  Commissioner Mueller, from my recollection, wanted to understand the history of 23 

how Feeding Our Future became a sponsor, wanted to understand the program, the details of what 24 

happened, and put together for her knowledge the entire situation of Feeding Our Future.   25 
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Q Did any other MDE staff assist with that conversation?  1 

A Yes.  2 

Q Who else were they?  3 

A So, from my recollection, Monica Herrera was at that meeting.  Assistant Commissioner 4 

Daron Korte.  I do not remember her title at the time, but Minnesota Department of Education staff 5 

person Katrina Jones.  Our general counsel, Eric Taubel.  There could've been others; I don't 6 

remember.  7 

Q Do you remember why each staff member was there, like, the specific role they served 8 

during that meeting?  Like, specifically, Monica Herrera?  9 

A Sure.  So, with specifically Monica Herrera, she was the director of the division at that 10 

time and would've been appropriate to be at that meeting. 11 

BY MR. EMMER:  12 

Q And you mentioned -- I don't want to mischaracterize your testimony, so please correct 13 

me if I'm wrong.  But you said that former Commissioner Mueller wanted some sort of overview of 14 

the whole Feeding Our Future scandal up until that point.  I don't know if you would call it a scandal, 15 

but -- was she concerned that MDE may have had some shortcomings in its response?  I guess, like, 16 

what prompted that meeting to occur?   17 

A It was my understanding that Commissioner Mueller wanted to understand the 18 

situation.  I don't recall more than that of her concerns.   19 

Q And just because you answered that you do not recall having any conversations with 20 

Ms. Ricker, but just given the work that the department had -- and we'll get into more specifics later, 21 

but -- would it have been your understanding that she was aware of the Feeding Our Future issue 22 

early on and you just didn't have conversations with her?   23 

A I'm not sure.  I didn't have conversations with her that I can remember.  24 

Q Thank you. 25 
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BY MR. FURLA:  1 

Q Do you know why Daron Korte was present at that meeting?  2 

A It was my understanding that Daron Korte was in attendance because he was the 3 

Assistant Commissioner that oversaw the Nutrition Program Services Division.  4 

Q And, moving real quick, you mentioned that the General Counsel was present at that 5 

meeting as well.  Who was that?  6 

A Yes.  Eric Taubel was our general counsel at that time.  7 

Q And did he provide general legal advice to MDE, or did anybody else assist with 8 

providing that sort of role, if you know?  9 

A Well, it's --  10 

Mr. Silverblatt.  In what time period?  Are you talking about the meeting?   11 

Mr. Furla.  Yes. 12 

Mr. Silverblatt.  Okay. 13 

Ms. Honer.  So it's my understanding that, yes, Eric Taubel provided legal counsel to the 14 

department.  I -- yes.   15 

Ms. Wolfe.  Can you clarify when this meeting occurred?  16 

Ms. Honer.  I believe, to the best of my recollection, that this was in October of 2022. 17 

BY MR. FURLA:  18 

Q So you mentioned having a conversation with Willie Jett.   19 

A I believe I said I believe I had.  20 

Q Do you remember when this conversation occurred?  21 

A No, I do not.  22 

Q Do you remember the substance of it, by chance?  23 

A I don't recall having a verbal conversation with Commissioner Jett.  I believe it was 24 

possibly even an email, specifically around legislative initiatives that we were having.  25 
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Q Would you meet with Commissioner Jett regarding anything else?  1 

A No, I do not. 2 

BY MR. EMMER:  3 

Q Let's talk about Ms. Herrera.  You had testified earlier that you reported to her.  What 4 

were the nature of your discussions surrounding Feeding Our Future with Ms. Herrera?  5 

A Well, so she was my boss for quite a while.  And around Feeding Our Future specifically, 6 

the nature of our conversations would be concerns that me and my staff had and potential actions 7 

that we could do to protect the program.   8 

Q And I understand it's a long, complicated timeline, and we're going to get into more 9 

specifics later.  But just for the record right now, these concerns, would it be fair to say that they 10 

started in April of 2020 or in the spring of 2020?  11 

A I would say the concerns, at least from my recollection and involvement, were more in 12 

the summer of 2020, going into the fall.  13 

Q How often did you discuss Feeding Our Future with Ms. Herrera during summer 2020 14 

then?  15 

A I discussed Feeding Our Future with Monica Herrera during the summer of 2020 quite 16 

often.  I don't remember how much.  I would say at least weekly, to the best of my ability.  17 

Q Okay.   18 

And I know that these -- I'm asking for general responses here.  So we're not going to hold you 19 

to specifics. 20 

But compared to other issues surrounding compliance and other duties that you have, would 21 

you say that the Feeding Our Future -- I'm going to say "issue" -- was a significant amount of your 22 

time in your discussions with Ms. Herrera?  23 

A Yes, I would.  24 

BY MR. FURLA:  25 
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Q You mentioned having a conversation with Daron Korte.   1 

A Uh-huh. 2 

Q Do you remember when that occurred?  3 

A I had conversations with Daron Korte, from my recollection, around Feeding Our 4 

Future -- because that was the question, right?  5 

Q Yes.   6 

A -- I would say more in the beginning of 2021.  There could've been conversations before, 7 

but that's when I recall having more conversations.  8 

Q What were the nature of those conversations with Mr. Korte?  9 

A The nature of those conversations -- around that time, Feeding Our Future had sued the 10 

Minnesota Department of Education and specifically at the processes that my team were taking, and 11 

Daron wanted to understand pieces of that and understand what we were doing.  12 

Q Did he have specific questions about what your team was doing?  13 

A I believe so.  Yes.  14 

Q Could you expand upon that?  15 

A Sure.  So, again, as the lawsuit targeted our processing of applications and then 16 

subsequently claims, we would have -- "we," meaning our team, so the team that I oversaw -- would 17 

have status updates of the applications in process, and I do believe that we shared that with Daron.  18 

Q Did those status updates go to anybody else?   19 

A Yes.  We shared those status updates directly with Feeding Our Future.  It was, to my 20 

understanding, part of the lawsuit, an agreement that we would do that.  21 

Q Were those in an email?  22 

A Yes.  23 

Q So you mentioned you did not believe you remember having a conversation with Jacob 24 

Frey.  Is that correct?  25 
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A Can you repeat that?   1 

Q Did -- sorry. 2 

BY MR. EMMER:  3 

Q I believe that you mentioned that you had conversations regarding Feeding Our Future 4 

with Mayor Frey.  Do you recall what the nature of those conversations were?  5 

A Yes.  To the best of my recollection, it was one conversation.  I don't believe Feeding Our 6 

Future was specifically named on the call.  But the nature of that conversation, to my understanding, 7 

was that Feeding Our Future was staging a protest against the Minnesota Department of Education 8 

and were planning to do that in the city of Minneapolis.   9 

Q Do you have any recollection of when that occurred?  10 

A I believe that was between April or May 2021.  11 

Q And who else would've been -- or, was this a phone call or in-person meeting?  12 

A This was a Zoom or virtual call.  I don't remember if Zoom was the platform used.  But 13 

this was a virtual call.   14 

And then, to answer the first question, there were others at this meeting.  And I believe in 15 

your list of individuals, that's where I had answered "I believe so."  I believe Omar Fateh was there.  16 

And I'm sorry if I don't pronounce his name correctly.  Jamal Osman or one of his staffers might have 17 

been there.  I believe Monica Herrera was there, as well as staff from the Department of Education's 18 

government affairs team.  I don't remember who all, though.   19 

Q And I understand that there was -- again, getting into more specifics later, but was 20 

Mayor Frey taking a position that the Department of Education needs to be, you know, approving 21 

sites?  What was his end goal on that call?  22 

A No, he was not.  The nature of the conversation was general information about the 23 

program.  And, to my recollection, Mayor Frey jumped off the call fairly early into the meeting, as 24 

well as others.  25 
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Q You mentioned Mr. Fateh.  So is it your testimony today that it is your belief that the 1 

only time you may have spoken with him would've been on that Zoom call?  2 

A Oh, no.   3 

Q What other -- when else have you spoken with him?  4 

Mr. Silverblatt.  About this issue?   5 

BY MR. EMMER:  6 

Q About the Feeding Our Future issue.   7 

A So, to my recollection, it was around that same time.  There was a few meetings that I 8 

was a part of to give information about these programs to elected officials.  And I do believe Omar 9 

Fateh and staffers were on maybe one or two -- I don't recall exactly -- other calls to that degree.  10 

Q And were those briefings on the program itself that Feeding Our Future was using, or 11 

applying for?  12 

A Correct.  The meetings were about the Child and Adult Care Food Program and the 13 

Summer Food Service Program.  14 

Q And it's been subsequently reported that Mr. Fateh had advocated on behalf of Feeding 15 

Our Future to further their funding.  During this call, was he advocating for Feeding Our Future?  16 

A Not that I can recall specifically. 17 

BY MR. FURLA:  18 

Q And you said you spoke with Jamal Osman.   19 

A I believe I said I believe he was on the call of the city of Minneapolis.  20 

Q Did you have any other conversations with Mr. Osman regarding the Feeding Our Future 21 

issue?  22 

A Not to my recollection.  23 

Q Did you have any other conversations with Mr. Osman in your role at MDE?  24 

A I do not believe so.  25 
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Q And I believe that's all we have for that list.  However, I just want to return real quick to 1 

the last one, any current or former Member of the U.S. Congress or Senate.   2 

And, again, it is your testimony that you don't recall who that -- or, who you would've spoken 3 

to.  You just have a general belief that you did speak to someone.   4 

A Correct.   5 

And, if I may clarify, I don't believe I had any conversations verbally.  I believe this would have 6 

been someone being looped in on an email or such.   7 

Q Thank you. 8 

BY MR. FURLA:  9 

Q Since December of 2025, have you had any conversations with any of the following 10 

individuals about our investigation? 11 

Mary Cathryn Ricker?   12 

A No.  13 

Q Heather Mueller?  14 

A No.  15 

Q Willie Jett?  16 

A No.  17 

Q Daron Korte?  18 

A The only conversation was that he knows I am here right now.  19 

Q Governor Walz?  20 

A No.  21 

Q Lieutenant Governor Flanagan?  22 

A No.  23 

Q Attorney General Ellison?  24 

A No.  25 
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Q Did you discuss the substance of your testimony with any of those officials?  1 

A My testimony from here today?   2 

Q Yes.   3 

A No, I did not.  4 

Q Have you had any conversations with anyone other than your counsel about this 5 

interview?  6 

A I have not.  7 

Q So now I want to ask if you've had any interactions with any of the following institutions 8 

relating to Feeding Our Future between January 1st, 2019, and the present.  Again, please answer 9 

"yes" or "no," and we will come back and discuss each one.   10 

The United States Department of Agriculture?  11 

A Yes.  12 

Q The United States Department of Agriculture Office of Inspector General?  13 

A Yes.  14 

Q The Federal Bureau of Investigation?  15 

A Yes.  16 

Q The United States Department of Justice?  17 

A Yes.  18 

Q The Minnesota Office of the Legislative Auditor?  19 

A Yes.  20 

Q The Minnesota Office of the State Auditor?  21 

A Yes.  22 

Q The Minneapolis Mayor's Office?  23 

A Yes.  24 

Q The Minneapolis City Council?  25 
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A I do not believe so.  1 

Q So, moving back to the USDA, when were the conversations you had with the USDA?  2 

A Regarding Feeding Our Future?   3 

Q Yes.   4 

A I had many conversations with the USDA about my concerns with Feeding Our Future 5 

over the years.  To my recollection, those started in the summer of 2020 and continue on -- even as 6 

early as, I would say, beginning or middle of last year, I had a question out. 7 

Mr. Emmer.  Throughout the time of discussing concerns related to Feeding Our Future, did 8 

USDA ever take a position of saying, "We're just going to cancel their funding"? 9 

Ms. Honer.  No, they did not. 10 

BY MR. FURLA:  11 

Q If you were to -- do you know a specific number of how many times you spoke with the 12 

USDA about Feeding Our Future?  13 

A I do not know the specific number of times, but it was quite a bit.  To give my best 14 

recollection, I would say, from 2020, we were having weekly calls, and then it trailed off from there.  15 

Q And what division of USDA were you specifically speaking with?  16 

A I believe the division is the Food and Nutrition Service division.  17 

Q So you said you spoke with the USDA OIG office -- Office of Inspector General, for the 18 

record. 19 

A Yes.  20 

Q When were those conversations -- or, when did that conversation occur?  21 

A It's my understanding that a formal complaint was made to the USDA Office of Inspector 22 

General around October of 2020.   23 

After that, in the subsequent months, I continued to try to advocate for the Office of 24 

Inspector General to help us.  That would've been, to my best recollection, November through 25 
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February -- or, sorry, I'm sorry -- November 2020 through February of 2021. 1 

BY MR. EMMER:  2 

Q And you mentioned that OIG was alerted to this.  Were you the one who alerted USDA 3 

OIG?  4 

A I believe that was Monica Herrera who made the formal complaint.  I did help to prep 5 

the complaint with her for them.  6 

Q Would Monica Herrera have had to receive approval from anyone higher up than her 7 

within the Department of Education?  8 

A I don't know that. 9 

BY MR. FURLA:  10 

Q Did you find that USDA OIG's response was sufficient when you were advocating for 11 

help from them?  12 

A No, I did not.  13 

Q Did you report those concerns to anybody at MDE?  14 

A No, I did not.  15 

Q Did you report those concerns to anybody else?  16 

A Not until after the raids went public in January of 2022.  17 

Q So, after the raids went public in January 2022, who did you raise those concerns to?  18 

A To our, I believe that would've been, general counsel, legal counsel.  19 

Q Was that the only entity within MDE who you reported those concerns to?  20 

A No.   21 

To answer that question, I have a frustration with the Office of Inspector General's response, 22 

and I do not hide that frustration, but formally complaining up, I don't remember who else. 23 

Ms. Wolfe.  What about the USDA OIG's response was frustrating to you -- or lack of 24 

response? 25 
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Ms. Honer.  The frustrating part was that it was absent. 1 

BY MR. FURLA:  2 

Q So you said you spoke with the FBI as well.   3 

A Yes.  4 

Q When did that conversation occur?  5 

A I believe my conversations with the FBI started in March of 2021.   6 

Q What were the substance of those conversations?  7 

A The substance was that I had concerns over Feeding Our Future, their growth, and that 8 

we had used all of the tools we could and needed investigative assistance. 9 

BY MR. EMMER:  10 

Q For the record, are you saying you tipped off the FBI to this issue?  11 

A I did not specifically call the FBI with a tip.  I don't know who made that first call.   12 

Q And so how -- thereafter -- you said March 2021 -- how often did you talk to the FBI 13 

related to Feeding Our Future?  14 

A I talked to the FBI starting in that March-of-2021 timeframe, I would say, to the best of 15 

my ability to remember, every 2 to 4 weeks, depending on what they were looking for.   16 

Q Were there ever discussions related to canceling the funding?  17 

A Not with the FBI. 18 

BY MR. FURLA:  19 

Q With DOJ, when did you have conversations with Department of Justice?  20 

A As I remember, the U.S. Attorney's Office became involved in August or September 21 

of 2021.  22 

Q And how many conversations did you have with them?  23 

A My conversations with the U.S. Attorney's Office from that time, I would put my best 24 

recollection at, again, that 2-to-4-week range. 25 
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Mr. Emmer.  Did the Department of Justice ever instruct the Department of Education to 1 

continue funding the program even while there were these outstanding concerns? 2 

Ms. Honer.  No. 3 

BY MR. FURLA:  4 

Q So, Minnesota Office of the Legislative Auditor. 5 

A Uh-huh. 6 

Q When did you have those discussions?  7 

A So we had -- or, to my recollection of what I was involved in -- had conversations with 8 

the Office of Legislative Auditor as they were conducting their special review of our handling of 9 

Feeding Our Future.  That would have been -- I don't remember the month, but I believe 2022 10 

through 2024, which is when I believe they finished their report.  11 

Q Did you speak with them about anything else besides the report?  12 

A Not to my recollection.   13 

Q The Mayor's Office, when did you have conversations with the Mayor's Office about 14 

Feeding Our Future?  15 

A So, as I mentioned before, the only meeting that I can remember is that one virtual 16 

meeting.   17 

Q Okay.  Thank you.   18 

A Yes.   19 

Q So, Ms. Honer, I'd like to ask you just some general operational questions.   20 

How did you conduct official Minnesota Department of Education business?  Like, was that 21 

phone?  Email?  Text message?  Could you describe that, please?   22 

A Oh, sure.  And are you speaking specifically to the program and their operators or just 23 

widely in general?   24 

Q To internal within MDE and external.  What would you -- what mode of --  25 
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A Oh.   1 

Q What would you use to communicate your official business at MDE?  2 

A I personally use email, Microsoft Teams chat, or Microsoft Teams calling.  3 

Q Did you use a landline or other cell phone?  4 

A No.  In my first year or so of employment, we used Skype, which was like a Skype 5 

Business chat.  And then we had office phones too.  6 

Q How did you communicate with your supervisors at MDE?  7 

A Prior to COVID, I would walk down on to the office.  And now, or even through COVID, 8 

again, scheduling a meeting through one of those modes or picking up the phone and calling.  9 

Q And, just for the record, prior to COVID, did you have those electronic means through 10 

email, Teams, or Microsoft calling available to you?  11 

A Yes, we did, again, in varying formats.  So we had Skype Business chat -- I believe that 12 

was the name of it -- before Microsoft Teams chat.  And then, of course, our Outlook could schedule 13 

meetings.  14 

Q How did the Governor's team typically communicate with you or MDE?  15 

A Well, the Governor's team doesn't communicate with me, so I don't know.  And I don't 16 

know how they communicate with the rest of MDE.  17 

Q Do you have a State email account?  18 

A Yes, I do.  19 

Q Do you have more than one email?  20 

A For my work business coming in to just me, no.  However, our division does have some 21 

general accounts where sponsors, organizations can send questions to, and I have access to those.  22 

Q Would you regularly monitor and use those accounts as well?  23 

A More so in the past when I oversaw more intimately certain operations.  Not so much 24 

now.  25 
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Q Did you ever conduct MDE official business with a personal email?  1 

A I did not.  2 

Q Did you have a State-issued cell phone?  3 

A I do -- and still do, yes.  4 

Q And did you conduct State business with that official cell phone?  5 

A Yes, I did.  6 

Q Was that through phone calls or text messages or anything else?  7 

A It could be both -- phone calls, text messages.  My Outlook, State Outlook, and State 8 

Microsoft Teams is on there as well.   9 

Q Did you ever conduct official State business with a personal cell phone?  10 

A I do not believe so, no.  11 

Q Did you ever conduct official business with an encrypted messaging app, such as Signal 12 

or WhatsApp?  13 

A I did not.  14 

Q Did you ever conduct official business via Microsoft Teams on a desktop or laptop 15 

computer?  16 

A On a laptop computer, yes.  17 

Q Was this laptop computer issued by the State?  18 

A Yes, it was.  19 

Q Did you ever use a personal laptop computer to conduct MDE business?  20 

A I did not.  21 

Q Did you ever use PIN messaging through BlackBerry to conduct official business?  22 

A I did not.  23 

Q Do you recall ever conducting official business via any other internal messaging app or 24 

service?  25 
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A I do not believe so.  1 

Q So, in general, was it MDE policy to preserve emails, documents, and other 2 

communications?  3 

A Yes.  4 

Q Do you recall any requests from the MDE commissioner or any other State employee to 5 

delete emails or official documents related to Feeding Our Future?  6 

A Oh, gosh, no.  7 

Q Are aware of any MDE official or State employee deleting official documents?  8 

A I am not.  9 

Q Have you ever instructed anyone to delete official documents?  10 

A I have not.  11 

Q Have you ever deleted emails or any other official documents?  12 

A I've deleted emails in my inbox relating to newsletters, subscription-type emails.  13 

Q Thank you.   14 

A Yes.   15 

Q During your time at MDE, what fraud detection and prevention systems were in place?  16 

A Sure.  So, during my time at MDE -- which, again, going back to around May 2019 -- the 17 

fraud detection and prevention, because we operate Federal nutrition programs, were based on the 18 

Federal regulations' fraud prevention tools.  And so that's what we based it off of in our division.  19 

Q Have those tools changed any since you first started?  20 

A The Federal tools have not changed.  The State tools have.   21 

Q How have the State tools changed?  22 

A Over the past two or three legislative sessions, we were able to get a number of State 23 

statutes passed which fill in the gaps of the Federal regulations.  24 

Mr. Emmer.  And you may have just answered, but do you see it as a problem that the Federal 25 
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regulations haven't kept pace with the State regulations? 1 

Ms. Honer.  I wouldn't characterize it that it's a gap that they haven't kept pace with the State 2 

regulations.  I would characterize that the Federal regulations have gaps that need to be fixed.   3 

BY MR. FURLA: 4 

Q At that time, when you first started at MDE, did you believe MDE had sufficient internal 5 

controls in place to detect and prevent fraud?  6 

A I did.  7 

Q Today, do you believe that MDE has sufficient controls to detect and prevent fraud?  8 

A I do.  9 

Q Did your opinion change at any time between starting at MDE in 2019 and today?  10 

A I don't believe so, no.  11 

Q Were MDE's fraud detection systems uniform across all levels of the department?  12 

A No, I do not believe so.  13 

Q Do you know about specific differences within MDE with their fraud detection tools, 14 

whether, you know, your division was more -- you know, was safer than others?  Would you notice 15 

any differences?  16 

A It's hard for me to answer that question because each division operates and administers 17 

such different programs, and the programs may have varying levels of needs.  So I would say "yes" to 18 

the question, like I did before, of it varies, but I don't think I can answer as to how.  19 

Q Do you know if the counties and municipalities could implement their own fraud 20 

detection and prevention systems?  21 

A Are you asking in relation to these Federal Child Nutrition Programs?   22 

Q Yes.   23 

A I do not believe so.  24 

Q Did MDE use the U.S. Treasury stop-payment fraud detection system?  25 
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A Not that I am aware of.  1 

Q Did MDE use another payment prevention tool, such as SWIFT?  2 

A So my understanding of SWIFT -- are you talking about the State SWIFT system?   3 

Q Yes.   4 

A So SWIFT is, in my understanding, the system which manages the payments that go out.  5 

I don't know if there is a -- I'm sorry, how did you categorize it?   6 

Q Did you use another payment prevention tool, such as SWIFT?  7 

A So, as far as payment prevention, I don't understand SWIFT to be a tool for that, so I 8 

don't think I can answer it "yes" or "no."  9 

Q Did you use SWIFT for any other method related to your work with MDE then?  10 

A Yes.  SWIFT is the system that ultimately sends out reimbursement payments for our 11 

programs.  12 

Q Did MDE rely on any self-attestation to verify providers or participants in the Feeding 13 

Our Future?  14 

A Yes.   15 

Q Do you think that self-attestation is a valid, effective method to detect and prevent 16 

fraud?  17 

A In terms of preventing fraud, no.  18 

Q But you think it is effective to detect it?  19 

A No.  I said in terms of -- oh, I'm sorry.  So, in terms of preventing or detecting, no.  20 

Q So, just for the record, "no" for both?  21 

A "No" for both.  22 

Q Thank you.   23 

What were the specific Federal laws or regulations that MDE had to follow in administering 24 

these nutrition programs?  25 
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A Well, there's quite a lot.  What specifically would you like me to talk about for those?   1 

Q The ones that you specifically had to work with in your role with MDE doing compliance 2 

work.   3 

A Okay.  So, again, the regulations are quite huge, and there are a lot of compliance pieces 4 

to them, so I'll just generally break it down.   5 

As far as compliance, there is monitoring; there is application processing; there are claim 6 

edits.  And I think maybe I'll leave those three as the general categories.  7 

Q Did MDE have any flexibility to deviate from Federal regulations?  8 

A MDE does not have much flexibility, because MDE does not have rulemaking authority.  9 

Q In your role as the supervisor of business operations and support services, what were 10 

you in charge of verifying?  11 

A I was in charge of the team and the processes that were in charge of reviewing and 12 

verifying information on applications; and on the financial review component of certain programs; 13 

and, again, the USDA Foods Program, but that's a separate program.   14 

Q Did you review all of the applications that Feeding Our Future submitted for sponsors or 15 

vendors?  16 

A I did not.  17 

Q Did you review a good portion of them?  18 

A As my staff became concerned and were telling me, I would go into the application and 19 

look at it.  So I would say, yes, I believe I reviewed a good portion of what the application contained.20 
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[9:59 a.m.] 1 

BY MR. FURLA:   2 

Q So back to what you just said.  Before your staff mentioned potential problems, does 3 

that mean you were not verifying every application for Feeding Our Future, but not -- let me rephrase 4 

that.   5 

Prior to your staff mentioning there were potential issues with Feeding Our Future, was your 6 

office within MDE reviewing every single application that Feeding Our Future had submitted?  7 

A Our office?  Yes.  But not me personally.  8 

Q Thank you.  In your opinion, did the Federal Government ensure that Minnesota was 9 

conducting proper oversight of meal providers?  10 

A Yes.  11 

Q Did you believe that the Federal Government was conducting proper oversight of 12 

sponsor organizations such as Feeding Our Future?  13 

A That Federal organizations were conducting oversight?   14 

Q Yes.  Did you believe that the Federal Government was doing enough oversight to 15 

ensure that -- did you believe that the Federal Government ensured that Minnesota was conducting 16 

proper oversight of sponsors, such as Feeding Our Future?  17 

A I see.  Yes, I do.  18 

Q So when was the first date that staff brought concerns about Feeding Our Future to 19 

you?  20 

A I don't remember the specific date.  I would say it -- as far as Feeding Our Future as an 21 

organization and concerns outside of the fraud, I believe that was in the fall of 2019.   22 

Q So if concerns were first brought in the fall of 2019, do you know if anybody higher 23 

knew at MDE was aware about those concerns in the fall of 2019?  24 

A I believe I brought that to Monica Herrera.  I'm not sure if it went to anyone else.  25 



  

  

35 

Q Do you know if Daron Korte knew at that time?  1 

A I don't know.  2 

Q Do you remember who specifically on staff brought those concerns?  3 

A I believe so.  So Ebby Williams.  She is a financial specialist.   4 

Mr. Emmer.  And you brought up that you had discussed it with Ms. Herrera.  I understand 5 

that you are now in Ms. Herrera's position.   6 

So if you were in her position and had heard that, would you have reported it up to the 7 

commissioner?   8 

Ms. Honer.  Not necessarily.  So we have administrative tools where we can take through -- if 9 

noncompliance is found, I don't take all noncompliance or really many noncompliance to the 10 

commissioner's office.  That's not a standard practice.   11 

Mr. Emmer.  What would you bring to the commissioner's office?  What concerns?   12 

Ms. Honer.  Well, even now, I don't think I would bring anything directly to the 13 

commissioner's office, but to my boss, Assistant Commissioner Daron Korte.  And I would bring 14 

concerns of misuse of the program, significant noncompliance that leads to administrative actions of 15 

termination or stop pay.   16 

BY MR. FURLA:   17 

Q Would you agree that your role as Business Operations Supervisor was not only a 18 

steward of State tax revenue but also Federal tax revenue?  19 

A I would.  20 

Q So would you agree that any potential fraud occurring in Minnesota's programs would 21 

impact the Federal taxpayer base?  22 

A I would.  23 

Q Did anyone at MDE or the Governor's office or anywhere in the State government 24 

disagree that you were stewards of Federal dollars as well as State dollars?  25 
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A Not to my recollection.  1 

Q During our investigation, we had whistleblowers from another agency allege that 2 

members of the Walz administration believed it was more important to get the money out the door 3 

during the pandemic than verifying whether payments were legitimate.   4 

Did you ever feel pressure to not verify the legitimacy of recipients? 5 

A I did not. 6 

Q Those same whistleblowers alleged that administrators in their administration would 7 

label opposition to spending organizations -- or spending on such organizations as racist.   8 

Are you aware of any situations during your time at MDE that you, or anyone else at MDE, 9 

were directed to allocate Federal funds to organizations on the basis of race?  10 

A I was not.  11 

Q Thank you.   12 

Mr. Emmer.  We can go off the record.  13 

[Recess.]   14 

.  We'll go back on the record.  It's 10:17. 15 

BY : 16 

Q Welcome.  So I'm just going to ask a few kind of background questions, so we apologize 17 

if anything in this round seems repetitive.  We're just trying to clarify certain points and things of that 18 

nature.   19 

So I want to talk a little bit more about the child nutrition programs that our USDA programs 20 

that MDE administers.  Just first off, are there other Federal programs that MDE administers 21 

regarding child nutrition?  22 

A So the Minnesota Department of Education does operate quite a few of the USDA's 23 

child nutrition programs.  Those mainly are the school nutrition programs.  Again, the Child and Adult 24 

Care Food Program, Summer Food Service Program, and then there are a variety of USDA food 25 
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nutrition grants and supplementary programs that we administer.  1 

Q Just speaking around these Federal programs generally, what would you say the value is 2 

of these programs for children?  3 

A The value of the USDA child nutrition programs are immense.  Many children in the 4 

United States go without food, and so these programs help to feed children during the day while 5 

they're at school, before they reach the age of school-age or after the school day, and during the 6 

summers when school is not in session.   7 

Q So I want to pivot to the COVID-19 pandemic, which we mentioned at the end of the last 8 

hour.   9 

Children, obviously, weren't in school every day, and the USDA changed some of the 10 

regulations to expand access to the child nutrition programs.  Is that correct?  11 

A I would categorize it as the USDA released waivers and flexibilities to ensure that 12 

children could still be fed while remaining safe in the COVID-19 pandemic.  13 

Q Can you describe some of those changes, just at a high level?  14 

A Yes.  So in 2020, with the COVID pandemic, the Federal Government issued a large 15 

number of waivers.  I believe in total, throughout the pandemic, there was over 100 waivers, the 16 

majority of them being in that first year.  And those waivers allowed children who would typically be 17 

required to be in a congregate setting to receive their meal, to be in now a non-congregate setting.   18 

Other waivers and flexibilities were to allow parents or guardians to pick up those meals, for 19 

the meals to be served outside of regulatory breakfast and lunch time frames, and to be bundled so 20 

that a parent or student was not having to go back and forth multiple times a day to get meals.  21 

Q From your perspective, was this beneficial for children and families?  22 

A Yes, it is.  23 

Q How so?  24 

A This was beneficial because it allowed children to remain getting the food support that 25 
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they needed, that they probably would not have received anywhere else.  1 

Q So I want to pivot to MDE's relationship with USDA during this time and contacting 2 

USDA in 2020 and 2021, specifically about Feeding Our Future.   3 

So just for clarity of the record, when did MDE first flag concerns about Feeding Our Future to 4 

USDA?  5 

A I'm not sure when MDE first flagged those concerns.  It could have been outside of my 6 

team.  I remember first flagging concerns for the USDA in the summer of 2020.  7 

Q And that was your team that flagged them, correct, or you?  8 

A That was my team that brought up the concerns.  Being that I was a supervisor, I was 9 

able to be on the calls with USDA.  10 

Q And what -- what were the concerns expressed to USDA at that time?  11 

A That the waivers were being abused.  12 

Q And what was USDA's, like, immediate response to that?  13 

A Well, the USDA's immediate response was typically to offer verbal support and then not 14 

being able to offer support beyond that.   15 

.  When you say verbal support, in what sense?  Can you clarify?   16 

Ms. Honer.  Sure.  So to clarify, verbal support from the USDA, meaning that as we were on 17 

these phone calls with USDA saying that we had concerns, a possible response from them was along 18 

the lines of, We're really sorry.  Let us know if you need anything.  And that was it. 19 

:   20 

Q And who are those people at USDA?  Were they, like, program managers, people of that 21 

nature?   22 

A Yes.  So we primarily work with the Midwest Regional Office, and then we work with -- 23 

at least in my work of the programs throughout the years, I've worked with both the financial 24 

management team, as well as the program team.  25 
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Q And you would say that they were not as helpful as you had hoped to addressing the 1 

concerns?  2 

A I would say USDA was not helpful at all.  3 

Q Do you want to elaborate on that?  4 

A Sure.  The USDA, from my perspective, failed over and over to give us the help we 5 

needed.  Specifically with examples, when we were asking in that midst of COVID during the summer 6 

about the waivers and how they could be applied, we didn't feel that they should be applied to new 7 

sponsors.  So then guidance came out, I believe, that said they could be used for new sponsors.   8 

Going into the fall of 2020 when Feeding Our Future was threatening a lawsuit -- I believe it 9 

was prior to the lawsuit actually being filed -- part of the lawsuit was that me and my team were 10 

taking time to look at the applications and asking questions about the validity of the information.  11 

And there is a USDA regulation in these programs that applications need to be processed within 30 12 

days.   13 

And so, we sought help from the USDA in clarifying that that should have been for sponsor 14 

applications only, not sites.  And instead of USDA coming back and saying, Yes, that's true, they came 15 

back and said, Yes, that's true, and you should process site applications in a timely manner.  So that 16 

did not help us.   17 

The USDA did not help us as we were trying in the spring of 2021 to stop payment on Feeding 18 

Our Future.  Specifically, we asked for a letter of support, and which they refused.  And then in the 19 

summer of 2021, when we asked the USDA to stop $30 million in payments to Feeding Our Future 20 

and Partners in Nutrition and felt like we had a solid piece of regulation that said the USDA must be 21 

the ones that offer this decision, they turned it back and said that they were not going to make a 22 

decision.  23 

Q You mentioned that you asked for the letter of support around termination in the spring 24 

2021.   25 
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Had you or anyone at MDE asked USDA to terminate funding for Feeding Our Future before 1 

that point?  2 

A Not that I can recall specifically terminating funding.  3 

Q And just to clarify, MDE could not terminate funding unilaterally, right?  It had to come 4 

from USDA?  5 

A Not exactly.  So the regulations are very strict for these programs, is that there is a 6 

specific way to issue stop payment.  Termination under the USDA regulations is a little bit different, 7 

meaning the termination of the program itself from that organization.   8 

So the stop pay we have to follow the Federal regulations for.  9 

Q So there's just no way to stop payment without the support of USDA?  10 

A From their regulations, yes.  And the regulations make it incredibly difficult to stop 11 

payment.   12 

In fact, I will say that it is easier for me to take back funds from a childcare provider who uses 13 

the wrong kind of rice, than it is to take back or stop payments from an organization I have concerns 14 

about.  15 

Q Why do you think that is?  16 

A I don't know why the regulations are like that.  17 

Q Okay.   18 

BY : 19 

Q So going back to USDA and the waivers in 2020, why do you feel like it was important for 20 

those -- USDA to provide those waivers in 2020?  21 

A I feel like it was important to provide those waivers, because as we all experienced, the 22 

world operated very differently, and without the waivers, the nutrition programs would not have 23 

been able to serve children.  24 

Q So you would say it was to make sure kids could get -- could get food and get food in a 25 
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timely manner so that they wouldn't go hungry?  Is that --  1 

A I would agree with that, yes, so children did not go hungry.  That is the ultimate reason 2 

why those waivers were important.  3 

Q And prior to 2020, would you say the child nutrition programs, would they -- prior to 4 

these waivers and because of COVID, the waivers, were they susceptible to fraud, abuse?  Was it 5 

your view that they would be prior to 2020?  6 

A I think -- prior to 2020, I think the program could have been, but not to this degree 7 

without the waivers.  8 

Q And why do you say that?  9 

A Because the waivers allowed such broad flexibilities and expand -- I should say -- I was 10 

going to say expanded.  Maybe the better word is just the flexibility around the regulation for us to 11 

be able to prove concerns or not.  12 

Q Would you say the program is a low -- is the low payment -- the low payment for 13 

reimbursement program, like, is it easy -- but these programs you don't -- it's hard to get a lot of 14 

money out of them, correct? 15 

A I would say yes.  If these programs are operating correctly, there should be no profit 16 

that is made.  17 

Q Okay.  And so -- you said it made it broader and easier with the waivers.  So in 2019 it 18 

would be a little bit more difficult to operate.   19 

So more broadly, like, give us a little bit of background on the -- in terms of -- 20 

A Sure.  Sure.  So I would answer that the programs -- whether before COVID, during 21 

COVID, or after COVID -- do not reimburse at a level that profits should be made.   22 

An aside with that, I would just point, I believe the USDA more recently released their SNACS 23 

study, which compares the reimbursement to an actual cost of the meal.  It is vastly different.   24 

But going back to the second part of your question of bringing in more reimbursement during 25 
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COVID, is because the USDA changed the rules in how these programs could operate without putting 1 

in enough stopgaps for States to use.   2 

Q And so, Feeding Our Future took advantage of this unique -- like, what I want to say is 3 

Feeding Our Future a unique problem as a result of the waivers, would you say?  Would that be fair 4 

to say?  5 

A I do believe Feeding Our Future is unique in the size of it, but I do believe that there is 6 

fraud from the COVID waivers in other States as well. 7 

BY :   8 

Q I do want to return to USDA IG.  You mentioned last hour that you felt like the OIG's 9 

response was basically absent.   10 

Curious if you wanted to elaborate on that, what you meant?   11 

A Sure.  So again, in October, November time frame of 2020 is when the formal complaint 12 

was made, which is following the CACFP and other program regulations.  When we have concerns, 13 

we've used our tools, the next step is to report to the regional office of Inspector General.  So we did 14 

that, and didn't hear back right away.   15 

But the Office of Inspector General was investigating another case, and I became in a meeting 16 

with them in November, December 2020 time frame, and I took that opportunity to again tell my 17 

concerns and share the information and share that we needed help.   18 

And I continued to email with the Office of Inspector General, both on the case they were 19 

investigating, and on having additional concerns throughout the beginning of 2021 with, again, no 20 

investigation, to my knowledge, being started.   21 

Q Do you think that USDA's failure to respond to MDE's questions and concerns in a timely 22 

manner accelerated Feeding Our Future's ability to commit fraud?  23 

A Yes, I do.  24 

Q How so?  25 
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A Because the USDA and the Office of Inspector General are supposed to be our final stop 1 

when we have used all of our tools.  And for that to fail not only allowed Feeding Our Future to 2 

continue, but in the matters of the lawsuit that they had against us and USDA refusing to provide 3 

support, I feel like it accelerated Feeding Our Future in feeling that they were incredibly powerful. 4 

.  Go off the record.  It's 10:34.  5 

[Discussion off the record.]  6 

Mr. Emmer.  We can go on the record.  7 

    [Honer Majority Exhibit No. 1 8 

    was marked for identification.]  9 

BY MR. EMMER: 10 

Q At this time I would like to introduce what will be marked as majority exhibit 1.   11 

And this is a report by the Office of Legislative Auditor from the city of Minnesota entitled 12 

Minnesota Department of Education Oversight of Feeding Our Future published in June 2024.  And 13 

we will just be using it to inform some questions and if we need to refresh your recollection later.  14 

    [Honer Majority Exhibit No. 1 15 

     was marked for identification. ]  16 

BY MR. EMMER: 17 

Q Ms. Honer, do you recognize this report?  18 

A Yes, I do.  19 

Q And I believe you testified in the previous hour that you were interviewed by the 20 

Legislative Auditor?  21 

A Yes, I was.  22 

Q And it was for this report?  23 

A That was my understanding.  24 

Q Do you recall how many times you interviewed with the Legislative Auditor?  25 
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A I do not recall the exact number.  It was quite a bit.  I don't think I can even give a best 1 

guess, but it was quite a few times.  2 

Q That's fine.  I want to direct your attention to the third page.  It is the cover letter 3 

summarizing the report's filings, and we're specifically looking at the three bullet points.  And I'll read 4 

each one into the record.   5 

It says, "In relation to Feeding Our Future, the Minnesota Department of Education failed to 6 

act on warning signs known to the Department prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and 7 

prior to the start of the alleged fraud."   8 

Ms. Honer, do you agree with the Legislative Auditor's characterization? 9 

A I do not.  10 

Q Why?  11 

A Because I feel like we did act on what we could within the program regulations prior to 12 

COVID with Feeding Our Future.  13 

Q And we will ask more specifics later on that same point.   14 

So number 2, MDE did not effectively exercise its authority to hold Feeding Our Future 15 

accountable to program requirements.   16 

Again, do you agree with the legislative auditor's characterization?  17 

A Not specifically, no.  18 

Q Can you briefly describe what you disagree with?  19 

A I felt and still feel that we used all of the tools within our authority on Feeding Our 20 

Future.  21 

Q Finally it says, "MDE was ill-prepared to respond to the issues that it encountered with 22 

Feeding Our Future." 23 

Do you agree with the legislative auditor's characterization?  24 

A I agree to the point that I believe they are speaking to the COVID pandemic.  25 
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Q Can you elaborate on specifics as it relates to the pandemic?  1 

A Sure.  Specifically in this report -- and I believe it's one of the OLA's recommendations 2 

should waivers be issued again -- for MDE, to accept them with variable conditions.  That's my 3 

understanding of what the OLA is referring to on that third bullet point, and I would agree.  4 

Q So at the beginning of our questioning, we went through relationships, and so we were 5 

able to briefly touch on various aspects of Feeding Our Future, but I want to direct your attention to 6 

the beginning.   7 

When did you first learn of Feeding Our Future?  8 

A So I personally first learned of Feeding Our Future, I believe it was, the end of summer 9 

2019, beginning of fall.  10 

Q And how did you come to learn of Feeding Our Future?  11 

A Yes.  As I had mentioned before, I oversaw financial specialists, and those financial 12 

specialists reviewed budgets in the sponsor applications.  13 

Q But did that come to your desk on account of concerns related to Feeding Our Future?  14 

A Right.  So along with that, one of my financial specialists was reviewing the Feeding Our 15 

Future budget, which budgets for the Child and Adult Care Food Program, are typically submitted at 16 

the end of summer, beginning of fall.  And that specialist had concerns with the budget.  17 

Q What specific concerns?  18 

A The specific concerns were that there were items in the budget that seemed to be 19 

unnecessary to the operation of Child and Adult Care Food Program.  20 

Q Within that -- and this is when you first learned of Feeding Our Future.   21 

Did Feeding Our Future have a reputation amongst staff members that were overseeing the 22 

organization?  23 

A It's my understanding that before my time at MDE, Feeding Our Future did not have a 24 

good reputation with MDE because of their appeal and fight after MDE initially denied their 25 
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application.  1 

Q Can you describe your understanding of that fight or the litigation, and why this 2 

reputation carried on to when you learned about them?  3 

A Sure.  So it's my understanding that in 2015, or '16, there was an organization, Partners 4 

in Nutrition, and which Feeding Our Future ultimately was borne from.  And MDE denied both the 5 

Partners in Nutrition application and the Feeding Our Future application.   6 

Aimee Bock, as part of Feeding Our Future -- or how we well know her as Feeding Our Future, 7 

was once with Partners in Nutrition.  And Partners in Nutrition sued MDE at that time and took the 8 

case up to the court of appeals because of that denial.  9 

Q Do you think that litigation may have led the Department of Education to not practice 10 

sufficient oversight into Feeding Our Future thereafter?  11 

A I do not.  12 

Q And you mentioned Aimee Bock.   13 

Were there other primary contacts from Feeding Our Future that you would be in contact 14 

with?  And this is throughout your time working with that organization.   15 

A Well, in -- again, just going back to my answer before of first being introduced to 16 

Feeding Our Future in that summer/fall 2019 time frame.   17 

One of the concerns was that there was a person offered on the budget as a compliance 18 

officer, which was Mr. Rhyddid Watkins.  Rhyddid Watkins was the attorney for Partners in Nutrition 19 

when they sued MDE.   20 

And the concern was -- especially as he worked for a construction-based law firm -- why 21 

would this person be a compliance officer for this program.  And Mr. Rhyddid Watkins, to answer 22 

your question, as a compliance officer, in my understanding, was who communicated also on behalf 23 

of Feeding Our Future quite a bit.  24 

Q It's been reported that Bock initially created Feeding Our Future as a backup sponsor if 25 
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the Partners organization had faced issues.   1 

Was that your understanding as well? 2 

A That is my understanding.  3 

Q Did that concern staff at the Department of Education, that there would be competing 4 

entities that one person would be a part of?  5 

A Oh, no.  But I want to answer that by saying it's my understanding that Partners in -- the 6 

members from Partners in Nutrition created Feeding Our Future to have as a backup if their Partners 7 

organization was denied.  So that, again, my understanding that they would all move and abandon 8 

the Partners in Nutrition and pick up Feeding Our Future.   9 

So it's my understanding, to answer your question, that it would not have been competing in 10 

how it was originated.  11 

Q But would it be concerning that the same individuals would be submitting applications 12 

for two different entities?  13 

A I would say that is a concern, but that is not how Partners in Nutrition and Feeding Our 14 

Future operated.  If I can explain just to add clarification to it?   15 

Q Please.   16 

A When Partners in Nutrition stayed as an organization, it's my understanding there was 17 

an internal staffing fight that some of those individuals, including Aimee Bock primarily, left and went 18 

to Feeding Our Future.  So staff, in my understanding, never worked for both organizations at once.  19 

Q And you started in 2019.  Is that right?  20 

A Yes.  I believe I started in May 2019.  21 

Q So you, obviously, did not have a role in Feeding Our Future's approval.  You've 22 

mentioned that.   23 

So is it fair to say that you subsequently learned about that process?  24 

A Yes, I think it's fair to say that.  25 
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Q Do you have an understanding of why their initial application was denied?  1 

A Yes.  My understanding of the denial of their application is that, with the Federal 2 

regulations for these programs, the USDA outlines that an organization has to show financial viability, 3 

but the USDA fails to explain what that actually means.   4 

And so, it is my understanding that the Minnesota Department of Education's interpretation 5 

of a brand-new organization without funds is not financially viable, and that's my understanding as to 6 

why they were denied.  7 

Q Is financial viability limited to what you just said, or is there any other criteria to 8 

determine whether an organization would be financially viable?  9 

A Well, under the Federal regulations, there's really no outline.  It's one of the gaps I had 10 

explained before, one of my interpretations of the gap.   11 

In the State of Minnesota, we have now passed State statutes that further define that.  So 12 

that does include in the State of Minnesota having to be in operation as an organization for at least 13 

one year.   14 

We also outline financial statements and at least 10 percent of unrestricted funds that must 15 

be present.  16 

Q Is it common for an application to be denied?  17 

A I would say it was my understanding that before COVID -- and I should also clarify.  18 

There's types of applications, sponsoring organizations and sites.  I'm speaking to sponsoring 19 

organizations.   20 

It's my understanding that prior to COVID, denial of sponsoring organizations was not 21 

common, but also because we simply did not receive a lot of them.  22 

BY MR. FURLA:   23 

Q Was it common to receive denials for applications for the actual sites, then, as opposed 24 

to the sponsors?   25 
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A I would say prior to COVID and prior to Feeding Our Future, no.  Again, we did not have 1 

many, in my understanding, of new sites even submitted, though.   2 

Q So that's what you talked about just a little bit earlier.  Minnesota changed State 3 

regulations to address some of the Federal gaps.   4 

Could you expand upon that a little bit?   5 

A Yes.  So, I believe it's been over the past two or three legislative sessions.  There has 6 

been a variety of State statutes that have passed legislation to, again, fill -- in my understanding, fill 7 

the gaps of the Federal regulations.   8 

So some of those include, we, now in Minnesota, have a definition for close proximity, which 9 

is a term that the USDA uses but does not define.  We now, like I just mentioned, have requirements 10 

for brand-new organizations wanting to come into this program.   11 

We have put salary limits on staff that are part or paid with the Child and Adult Care and 12 

Summer Food Service Program funds.  Not to say that an organization can't pay more, but it can't be 13 

charged to the program.   14 

I think, most importantly, we have put a State statute on growth so that sponsors in these 15 

programs cannot grow more than 25 percent.  And that's from year to year.   16 

Q Could you expand upon some of those specific requirements?  You said for 17 

organizations wanting to join the Child and Adult Food Program?  18 

A Oh, can I ask, are you wondering about State-specific or programs in general?   19 

Q The new requirements that you just spoke about that Minnesota adopted for 20 

organizations wanting to -- I believe it's the CACFP program, is that --  21 

A These State statutes cover both the Child and Adult Care Food Program, and the 22 

Summer Food Service Program, for sponsors who are not schools, and specifically, sponsors who are 23 

sponsors of legally unaffiliated sites.   24 

So to expand on the requirements -- so for new organizations, that's what you were asking?   25 
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Q Yes.   1 

A Okay.  So for new organizations, again, they have to be in establishment and been 2 

operating for at least one year.  They have to provide financial statements, and so that could be a 3 

certified financial statement or a Federal single audit, whatever is applicable.   4 

If the organization is applying for more than the Federal single audit threshold, we do expect 5 

and will ask for the Federal single -- I'm sorry.  We will ask for the Federal single audit.  We will also 6 

require a financial director who is separate from any other role at the organization.   7 

We put into place that MDE will add on additional training that is needed, and certificates of 8 

that training must be provided.  And that's what I can remember for right now.  9 

Q Were those new requirements primarily to address issues that you saw within Feeding 10 

Our Future, as well as some of its vendors as well?  11 

A I would say that it was not to address the issue with vendors.  I would say that it was to, 12 

again, solidify what was already in Federal regulations but not explained or supported in Federal 13 

regulations for States to enforce.  14 

Q Would you say that they were -- that those new requirements were specifically for 15 

sponsor organizations such as Feeding Our Future then?  16 

A Yes, I would.  17 

Q Did you encounter issues with Feeding Our Future not providing financial statements?  18 

A Yes.  19 

Q Did you encounter situations with Feeding Our Future not providing -- with issues of 20 

crossing the Federal single audit threshold?  21 

A No.  But to just explain that a little bit further:  We had issues with their Federal single 22 

audit itself, but it wasn't the fact that they crossed the threshold that was the problem.  23 

Q And did Feeding Our Future ever not have a financial director?  24 

A To my understanding, they did not.  25 
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Q And did Feeding Our Future have a lack in training like you described with the new 1 

requirements?  2 

A I wouldn't say that, no.   3 

Q And you also mentioned staff salaries; there were some new requirements with staff 4 

salaries.   5 

Did Feeding Our Future pay some of their employees with salaries from the 6 

government-funded programs that you noticed were a problem that this new requirement was to 7 

address?  8 

A I believe so.  9 

Q And would you say that large growth with Feeding Our Future also contributed to some 10 

of these new requirements as well?  11 

A Yes, I would.  12 

Q Would you say that Feeding Our Future's growth was larger than other sponsors within 13 

the programs?  14 

A Absolutely.  15 

Q Larger than all of them?  16 

A Yes. 17 

Mr. Silverblatt.  Are you talking Minnesota? 18 

Mr. Furla.  Yes. 19 

Ms. Honer.  Still yes.   20 

BY MR. FURLA:  21 

Q Thank you.  And just for the record, Feeding Our Future's application was originally 22 

denied?  23 

A That is my understanding.  24 

Q And that was for the CFC -- the CACFP program, correct?  25 
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A That is my understanding, yes.  1 

Q And they were later approved for that program?  2 

A It is my understanding they were approved after a successful appeal.  3 

Q Thank you.  So for the next 3 years, looking at the frame between 2017 and 2020, there 4 

are a series of complaints made to MDE related to how Feeding Our Future was operating. 5 

Would you agree with those characterizations within the complaints?  6 

A I don't believe I saw those complaints.  That wasn't my area of review.  So I can't say 7 

that I do or don't.  8 

Q Do you recall any complaints related to recruitment practices with Feeding Our Future?  9 

A I recall that being referenced, possibly even in the OLA report.  I don't believe I ever saw 10 

that.  11 

Q Were you aware of any complaints about alleged kickbacks?  12 

A I was not aware of alleged kickbacks until after the Federal investigation in 2022 13 

released that information.  14 

Q Did you hear of a situation where there was allegedly a kickback from the vendor in 15 

order to participate in the program?  16 

A Not that I can recall. 17 

Mr. Emmer.  If you had knowledge that these events had occurred, would it have concerned 18 

you?   19 

Ms. Honer.  Yes.  And if I can go back to that question, your questions were in the time frame 20 

of 2017 to 2020?   21 

Mr. Emmer.  Correct.   22 

Ms. Honer.  Okay.  So no, I do not believe I had seen any complaint to that during that time 23 

frame.  And yes, it would have concerned me.   24 

BY MR. FURLA:   25 
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Q If that -- if you would have been aware of an alleged kickback, would that have been 1 

something you would have reported to your superiors or to the commissioner of MDE?  2 

A I would have reported that to my superiors.  Again, I don't feel reporting directly to the 3 

commissioner until we have exhausted our administrative resources.  4 

Q But would you say that is a situation that would likely have been reported to the 5 

commissioner if you would have found that to be -- to have occurred?  6 

A Possibly.   7 

Q Do you recall any specific complaints about meal operations, such as failing to retain 8 

receipts or menus meeting minimum nutritional requirements?  9 

A I do not.   10 

Mr. Silverblatt.  For Feeding Our Future?   11 

Mr. Furla.  Yes.   12 

BY MR. FURLA: 13 

Q Were you aware of any allegations of potential theft or forgery?  14 

A Yes.  So I believe, as my memory is serving me, in that fall 2019 time frame, I remember 15 

hearing about how either Partners in Nutrition or Feeding Our Future, one of those organizations 16 

accused the other of, I believe, forging checks and reported that to the FBI.   17 

I was not involved in that, but I do remember one of the MDE staff members telling me about 18 

that.   19 

Q Do you remember which MDE staff member told you about that?  20 

A I believe it would have been Jeanette Johnson-Reed.  21 

Q And what was her role within MDE?  22 

A So her role at that time and still is, is she is the supervisor of community nutrition.  23 

Q And were these complaints made about Aimee Bock, by chance?  24 

A I don't recall specifically.  However, again, I believe it was Partners in Nutrition and 25 
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Feeding Our Future, in which it's my understanding Aimee Bock is part of our Feeding Our Future 1 

would have made that.   2 

Q So with the actual allegations themselves, do you know what MDE -- what came of that 3 

with MDE?  Did they investigate?  Did they reach a conclusion?   4 

A It's my understanding from, again, not being part of it but from what I was told, that one 5 

of our staff -- and I'm not sure if that was Jeanette or not -- connected with a police department who, 6 

again, my understanding said that the complaints amounted to nothing and was being closed.  7 

Q Just real quick, were those specifically referred to as nonprogram irregularities?  8 

A Oh, I don't know specifically if that's what it was referred to.  9 

Q Thank you.   10 

Mr. Falcone.  Do you know if these allegations were referred to the Attorney General's office?  11 

Ms. Honer.  I do not know that.   12 

Mr. Emmer.  If you receive similar allegations today, would you have referred them to the 13 

Attorney General's office?  14 

Ms. Honer.  It depends.  So if an organization is complaining about another organization 15 

outside of the program, I would do my best to point them in the direction of where that complaint 16 

should go.  And that is my understanding of this situation was, it was organization's general business, 17 

not necessarily related to the program funds.   18 

So I would say it depends again on the nature of the complaint, but not automatically, no.   19 

Mr. Emmer.  What would rise to the threshold of the nature of the complaint that would 20 

warrant going to the Attorney General then?   21 

Ms. Honer.  Well, I would say I don't know all of what should go to the Attorney General's.  I 22 

would assume along the lines of consumer protection.   23 

If there were program-related, I would go through the channels and ultimately the Office of 24 

Legislative Auditor or, again, per program regulations, the Office of Inspector General at the USDA.  25 
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Mr. Falcone.  And if you learned that an organization participating in the program, the 1 

creation of that organization had been made under fraudulent terms, would that be something that 2 

would rise to the threshold of reporting it to the Attorney General?  3 

Ms. Honer.  I believe so.   4 

BY MR. FURLA:   5 

Q Considering these complaints, potentially with recruitment practices or alleged 6 

kickbacks, you know, with the meal operations, or even with allegations of theft or forgery, did this 7 

raise concerns about fraud with Feeding Our Future at that time?  8 

A Not that I can recall.  And to expand on that, Aimee Bock and the members of Partners 9 

in Nutrition, again, it was my general understanding, they did not get along, and it was also my 10 

understanding they used every opportunity they could to take a snipe at one another.   11 

So their complaints or bickering didn't raise fraud alarms just simply because they were 12 

bickering with each other, no. 13 

Q Were you aware of an administrative review done by MDE of Feeding Our Future 14 

participation in the CACFP program?  15 

A In which year?   16 

Q In 2018.   17 

A I believe I was aware of it.  Obviously, I wasn't employed at that time, though.  18 

Q Do you know what the conclusion of that review was?  19 

A I believe that the general conclusion was that there were a number of findings that the 20 

Federal regulations required to be corrected, and that Feeding Our Future submitted corrective 21 

action for those.  22 

Q Do you know what those specific findings were?  23 

A Not that I can recall.  24 

Q Would you recall findings about financial viability or operational history?  25 
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A I don't think I can recall the exact findings, no.  1 

Q Anything about food quantity or production?  2 

A I do not have that in memory, no.  3 

Q Anything about child enrollment or attendance or meal claims? 4 

A Not that I can remember.  5 

Q Or anything about fiscal integrity?  6 

A Not that I can remember.  7 

Q Do you recall any conversations related to this administrative review?  8 

A Any conversations I would have had -- because, again, if this was in 2018, I was not 9 

employed -- would have been into -- as I looked into concerns with Feeding Our Future.  So either 10 

that 2020 to 2021 time frame, I believe.  11 

Q So on page 37 of the OLA report, it notes that MDE's only administrative review of 12 

Feeding Our Future's CACFP operations conducted in 2018 resulted in serious findings that required 13 

follow up, but MDE never conducted a follow-up review.   14 

While knowing you were not there at that time, do you dispute the report's characterization?  15 

A I don't feel I have the information to either dispute or agree, because this is also not the 16 

team that I supervised or have supervised.  17 

Q Were you aware of a letter sent by Commissioner Willie Jett in June of 2024 disputing 18 

that characterization?  19 

A I'm aware of the letter Commissioner Willie Jett wrote in response to the OLA, if that's 20 

what you're referring to, yes.  21 

Q Do you know why MDE -- why wouldn't MDE follow up on those findings in the OLA 22 

report?  23 

A I do not recall, no.  24 

Q Thank you.  So during your time at MDE, were you responsible for overseeing Feeding 25 
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Our Future's participation in Federal food programs?  I know we asked about that a little before.   1 

A I had a responsibility in part, again, as I explained before, in my role as the Business 2 

Operations and Support Services Supervisor.  3 

Q And just for the record, could you state the specific Federal programs that were 4 

implicated in the Feeding Our Future issue?  5 

A Yes.  It was the Child and Adult Care Food Program, and the Summer Food Service 6 

Program.  7 

Q Did you have concerns generally about fraud with any of these other -- with either of 8 

those Federal programs, or did it really only center around Feeding Our Future?  9 

A To my recollection, it only centered around Feeding Our Future.  10 

Q Were there any other sponsors, or any other organizations that you thought of having 11 

any sort of fraud issues?  12 

A Yes.  Partners in Nutrition.  13 

Q But just those two?  14 

A No.  There were other sponsors during the time of the waiver.  I feel like we -- as my -- 15 

as I look back at that, I feel like I remember we were able to either successfully terminate, or 16 

disqualify, or refer those.  17 

Q But did any of those rise to the level of Feeding Our Future of number of claims, you 18 

know, that would have raised the same level of concern?  19 

A They did not.  20 

Q So on a basic level, can you walk us through, you know, how Federal dollars went to 21 

MDE and then to Feeding Our Future and what your role is in overseeing that?  22 

A Sure.  So these programs are reimbursement programs.  And again, in generalizing the 23 

child nutrition, there are other supplementaries.  But these are reimbursement programs.   24 

And so a sponsor, like Feeding Our Future, what they do is they oversee sites that actually 25 
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serve the meal.  The meal must be served, and then after that month closes -- so we can take January 1 

as an example -- the month of January would have to close, the site would submit documentation up 2 

to Feeding Our Future, it is reviewed by the sponsor.   3 

Then the sponsor determines what they are comfortable submitting for claims.  They submit 4 

those claims through the Minnesota Department of Education's system.  It's called CLiCS.  It stands 5 

for Cyber-Linked Interactive Child Nutrition System.   6 

Those claims are held and processed within weekly payment files.  And then after the State of 7 

Minnesota pays those claims through the SWIFT system, then the State of Minnesota, Minnesota 8 

Department of Education, draws down funds from the Federal Government through what is the ASEP 9 

system, and I do not recall what that stands for.   10 

Mr. Falcone.  And just to clarify on something you said, you said these sponsors would review 11 

to determine what they were comfortable with, the claims?   12 

Ms. Honer.  Uh-huh.  13 

Mr. Falcone.  Could you just clarify what comfortable level that these sponsors would have or 14 

anything that would make them uncomfortable.  15 

Ms. Honer.  Absolutely.  I should have used the word -- that they had to feel confident in the 16 

compliance of the program.  And so the sponsor is ultimately responsible for those meal operations 17 

and the claims and the documentation that goes behind it.   18 

So what should be happening is a sponsor should receive the documentation -- and this varies 19 

from program to program a little bit, but generally, there should be an attendance sheet, there 20 

should be a menu showing that the meals served were creditable under these programs.  There 21 

should or could be even food production receipts and invoices.   22 

And then the sponsor takes a look at what that site is approved for versus what the 23 

documentation is for, and there should be a match, if not very close. 24 



  

  

59 

 1 

[11:10 a.m.] 2 

BY MR. FALCONE:   3 

Q And that is all within Federal standards?  4 

A Correct.   5 

Q So the sponsor is expected to understand the Federal standards?  6 

A That is correct.  Yes, they do.  7 

Q And if a sponsor were submitting claims that were beyond this threshold that you 8 

mentioned, that would raise concerns for you?  9 

A Yes. 10 

BY MR. FURLA: 11 

Q And so how confident were you in the submissions from sponsors like Feeding Our 12 

Future?  I mean, was this self-attestation?  Did you feel confident in what was being submitted?   13 

A In general, claims from sponsors -- I think you asked about self-attestation.  So, we have 14 

claim edits.  So specifically, in the Child and Adult Care Food Program, you have a childcare center 15 

licensed.  And so CLiCS is going to look at edits of enrollment and things of that nature.   16 

So generally, with Feeding Our Future and hitting those, yes.  However, once the waivers 17 

came into place and the claims began to expand, I was not confident. 18 

BY MR. FURLA: 19 

Q What caused you not be confident anymore?  20 

A My concerns were ultimately the size of the claims and the size of reimbursement.  I 21 

don't remember having specifics of what exactly I thought was wrong, but I knew something was 22 

wrong.   23 

Q Did you have established metrics that you would compare it to or previous numbers?  24 

Or is it just like you saw it, and this is just too large to be true?  Could you walk us through that?  25 
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A Sure.  I remember my concerns not needing to be compared to other claim months or 1 

years in really just seeing again the claims being submitted at the end of that summer of 2020, and 2 

not understanding how that could be.   3 

Q I mean, looking at some of the specific dollar amounts, do you remember any of the 4 

specific reimbursement requests that maybe stood out to you?  5 

A I don't specifically know.   6 

Q Do you know as like, a line of comparison, what Feeding Our Future was submitting 7 

prior to the waivers?  8 

A I can only speak very broadly to that in that as I became concerned and put together 9 

data for our complaints to the USDA Office of Inspector General, I believe the previous year Feeding 10 

Our Future had operated, in totality, around 1- to 2 million.  That's pretty broad.  So they were in the 11 

millions much higher than that when we submitted the complaint.  And that was a concern to me.   12 

Q And when you submit that complaint, or in your evaluating Feeding Our Future's 13 

reimbursements, did you make a comparison or know of a comparison that was made between 14 

maybe one of the school districts and in Minnesota and their reimbursements compared to Feeding 15 

Our Future?  16 

A Yes, I believe I made a comparison, and I don't remember the context in which I did that, 17 

but I do believe that I did that, yes.   18 

Q So looking at some of these concerning data that you would see, did you report this to 19 

Monica Herrera?  20 

A I believe so.  21 

Q Do you recall who else you spoke with these concerns about?  22 

A So to answer that yes, we as in the division -- so staff who worked in the applications 23 

team, staff who were in the community nutrition team, I feel like we had those conversations.  So 24 

they would be in the conversation.  25 
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Mr. Emmer.  If possible, can you provide names of which offices they were in.   1 

Ms. Honer.  Sure.  So, all of these staff would have been in the Nutrition Program Services 2 

Division.  Kendra Pace was an application and claims staff person.  Cindy Anderson was an application 3 

and claims staff person.  Jenny Butcher was in the Summer Food and CACFP program as a specialist.  4 

Camille Jones under the same title as Jenny Butcher, I believe, or same general title.  Jeanette 5 

Johnson-Reed, Monica Herrera.  That's who I can remember from the division.  There could have 6 

been more.  7 

BY MR. EMMER:  8 

Q And I want the record to be clear, because I know we're jumping around, but what is the 9 

time period that these meetings would have been occurring?  10 

A I believe as far as the concerns go in relation to Feeding Our Future, and the claims, 11 

those I believe would have been happening around the summer of 2020 through the summer of 12 

2021.   13 

Q And how often are these meetings occurring?  14 

A I don't remember.  Each of the teams have regular occurring meetings.  Some are every 15 

two weeks.  Some are every four.  It's my best assumption that they would have taken place along 16 

those meeting timeframes.  17 

Q And for the record, these meetings, were they solely related to Feeding Our Future, or 18 

were you discussing other entities?  19 

A No, I would say that they were not solely related to Feeding Our Future.  And they could 20 

have included additional business that we were doing.  21 

Q But were they predominantly related to Feeding Our Future?  22 

A It's my best guess -- or to my best recollection of that, yes.  23 

Q Did MDE have to use significant resources to review Feeding Our Future throughout this 24 

time period?  25 
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A Yes, we did.  1 

Q Do you think that the expanding resources on Feeding Our Future may have limited your 2 

response to other entities?  3 

A I don't have that thought, no.   4 

Mr. Furla.  You mentioned the meeting with this group, with Ms. Pace, and Anderson, 5 

Butcher, with Jeanette Johnson-Reed occurred around the summer of 2020.   6 

Did you have any meetings about Feeding Our Future with this group or similarly situated 7 

MDE employees prior to the summer of 2020?  8 

Ms. Honer.  Not that I can remember, specifically, to Feeding Our Future.  9 

Mr. Furla.  Did you have any meetings regarding Feeding Our Future with any of your 10 

colleagues who worked on these compliance issues prior to the summer of 2020?  11 

Ms. Honer.  I believe that we would have met in relation to that budget issue I talked about in 12 

2019.  I do believe we had meetings around that issue, yes.   13 

Mr. Emmer.  And, for the record, Commissioner Ricker was not involved in any of these 14 

meetings?  15 

Ms. Honer.  Not to my recollection.   16 

Mr. Furla.  Was Daron Korte involved in any of these meetings?  17 

Ms. Honer.  Not to my recollection.  And I just want to clarify for the record, I am speaking 18 

again prior to the summer of 2020, yes.   19 

Mr. Emmer.  So the summer of 2020, was Ms. Ricker ever in these meetings?  20 

Ms. Honer.  I don't remember her being in any meetings with Feeding Our Future.  21 

Mr. Falcone.  Are you aware what was discussed in the meetings was relayed to her?  22 

Ms. Honer.  Not that I remember, no. 23 

BY MR. FURLA: 24 

Q Are you aware of any events occurring around April 2020 that would have given MDE to 25 
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have concerns about Feeding Our Future besides from just receiving large meal reimbursement 1 

claims?  2 

A Well, to that question, I just want to clarify a bit.  It's my recollection that Feeding Our 3 

Future was not receiving large claims in April of 2020.  So I would say no to the answer.  However, in 4 

April of 2020, which was just a couple of weeks after the COVID pandemic, and the waivers began to 5 

be released, Feeding Our Future did submit, I believe, a few sites possibly for us, not sure on the 6 

number, in which our staff had to push back on and were concerned about why sites would be 7 

submitted.   8 

Q Do you know why your staff had to push back on those submissions?  9 

A Yes, I do.  So we pushed back, because again, as I just mentioned, COVID pandemic had 10 

just been declared about 2, 4 weeks, earlier then.  And how the USDA issued waivers and allowed 11 

children to continue getting meals was that all of our schools needed to switch over from the school 12 

nutrition program to the Summer Food Service Program which had flexibilities to allow the 13 

non-congregate dining.  So, we pushed back -- to answer your question -- on Feeding Our Future, 14 

because we were prioritizing schools.  And for lack of a better response to Feeding Our Future along 15 

the lines wait.  Schools are first.  Just wait.   16 

Q What kind of entities was Feeding Our Future submitting?  17 

A I don't remember the exact entity type.  18 

Q Were they restaurants maybe?  19 

A They could have been.  I'm not sure if they had submitted restaurants at that time yet.   20 

Q In your position, around that spring to summer 2020, did you personally approve any 21 

reimbursements submitted by Aimee Bock? 22 

A Not that I can remember.  23 

Q Do you know who would have been involved in approving these submissions?  24 

A Well, to answer that question, I just want to go back to the claim process.  So, our CLiC 25 
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system processes claims without a person manually having to touch the claim, so long as the claim 1 

meets the edit.  So if Feeding Our Future submitted claims that met their application, there was no 2 

person that was personally doing those.  It would only be if it was outside of that normal process, 3 

which I don't recall.   4 

Q But if there would have been somebody needed to personally approve any sort of 5 

submissions, would they have been within your division?  Do you know who those specific employees 6 

would have been?  7 

A Sure.  So -- and I mean I just expand again to clarify this here.  For staff to approve a 8 

claim submission outside of normal circumstances, it has to follow the Federal regulatory guidelines.  9 

The USDA puts out -- I forget exactly how it's worded, but it's around claim submissions outside of 10 

normal.  So if there are claim submissions that fall within that, then Kendra Pace or Cindy Anderson 11 

could do so.  However, during that timeframe as well, many claims submissions were going to the 12 

USDA because it fell in that process that the USDA needed to approve those.   13 

Q Would MDE conduct a site visit as part of the approval process?  14 

A MDE conducts site visits as part of the pre-approval, but not as part of the renewal 15 

application process.   16 

Q Did you ever work with Aimee Bock to conduct a site visit?  17 

A I did not.  18 

Q Are you aware of Aimee Bock being involved with a -- or let me rephrase.  At that time, 19 

were all site -- if a site visit were to occur --  20 

A Okay.  21 

Q -- were those all in person?  22 

Mr. Rybicki.  What time are you referring to? 23 

BY MR. FURLA:  24 

Q During the spring and summer of 2020, were all the MDE sites in person?  25 



  

  

65 

A So, I see.  So, during the spring and summer of 2020, MDE site visits, to my 1 

understanding, were not in person because the Federal Government encouraged us not to.   2 

Q Was that a requirement to not do your site visits in person, or just a recommendation?  3 

A I don't remember it being -- I don't remember it being a law.   4 

Q Are you aware of any of the virtual site visits, so to say, that Aimee Bock would have 5 

been involved in during this time period?  6 

A I was aware that Camille Jones and Jenny Butcher conducted a virtual site visit as part of 7 

the pre-approval around that timeframe.  That's about all I am aware of with that.  8 

Q And for the pre-approval, do you know which site that would have been involved with?  9 

A I do not.   10 

Q Would it have been maybe some of the sites that Feeding Our Future submitted around 11 

April 2020?  12 

A That would make sense as part of the general process of sites we would visit for 13 

pre-approval. 14 

Q And were you familiar with Feeding Our Future submitting about eight sites for approval 15 

between that mid- to late April 2020 timeframe?  16 

A I don't recall the exact number. 17 

BY MR. EMMER:  18 

Q You had mentioned previously that you did not conduct site visits as part of the 19 

reapplication process.  Is that right?  20 

A Correct.   21 

Q And why was that the case?  22 

A  23 

Well, I don't know any state that conducts site visits as part of the reapplication process.   24 

Q But we've discussed a lot of inconsistencies or irregularities today.  Was there ever 25 
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discussions within MDE that maybe there should be additional site visits?  1 

A No, and I'd like to clarify that a bit more.  Site visits under the Federal regulation and 2 

following that guidance are great when there's normal operations.  This was not normal operations.  3 

So to conduct a site visit in which waivers of children not having to be present, meals going home 4 

with parents and guardians at different times, a site visit would not have been able to show us what 5 

we were looking for.  6 

Mr. Furla.  So back to that specific site visit with Ms. Jones and Ms. Butcher, did they tell you 7 

about that?  Did they report to you about their site visit?  8 

Ms. Honer.  They did not report to me at that time, and I don't remember hearing specifically 9 

about that site visit.   10 

Mr. Furla.  Do you not recall anything about that specific site visit?  11 

Ms. Honer.  What I recall about the site visit was that it was done, and I believe that there 12 

were video issues.  That's about all that I can recall from that.  13 

Mr. Emmer.  And I think what Jack is trying to get at is I think it's been reported and it may 14 

have been in criminal prosecution that there was a virtual site visit that Ms. Bock's phone may have 15 

died.  Is that what you're referring to?  16 

Ms. Honer.  That sounds correct in terms of the technology issue or whatever it was.  17 

Mr. Emmer.  Would MDE have found that odd?   18 

Ms. Honer.  It's hard to answer that question because during the COVID pandemic, switching 19 

to this new way of monitoring, everything seemed to be odd. 20 

BY MR. FURLA:   21 

Q So with that site visit, did you recall anything abnormal with the site visit with, you 22 

know, that 1,800 meals were served an hour?  Does that sound right to you?  23 

A I don't recall anything else than what I had just previously said about that site visit.   24 

Q So looking at specific criteria of evaluating whether a food site can operate, could you 25 
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walk us through those?  1 

A Oh, sure.  And I will just say that I can generally speak to this.  This is not the area that I 2 

supervised or that I am an expert in.  But generally speaking, what a site visit needs to include, or 3 

what we are looking for, is we are looking to see the food itself.  We want to make sure that it meets 4 

Federal regulations of the meal patterns.  These are pretty strict meal patterns.  We are looking for -- 5 

and just to give an example to that -- we are looking for if that grain is enriched or not.  We are 6 

looking to determine is it a 4-ounce scooping used or a 6-ounce scoop?  So we're very detailed in the 7 

food, the food preparation, is there a food license?   8 

When we go to do pre-approval visits, there's many type of sites, but let's say school or 9 

childcare.  We're looking to see the number of children, who is serving the meal, how it is served, 10 

there is specific ways in which it must be served.  And then we are also looking for the 11 

documentation that is kept outside of that day that we are there to make sure that they have 12 

accurate records.   13 

Q Did any of that criteria change once waivers started allowing restaurants, for example, 14 

to participate in the program that would have not been eligible before?  15 

A So, two pieces with that question.  The waivers did not specifically allow restaurants.  16 

That was a USDA flexibility that was allowed.  And then to the first part of that question, yes, there 17 

were changes.  So, for example, children were not gathering.  I think, in my opinion, that's the largest 18 

change.  There were some meal pattern flexibilities through the way.  I don't remember if those were 19 

waivers or flexibilities.  There were changes because of meal bundling and how meals were being 20 

offered to children in kind of like a to-go package.  Well, that wouldn't have necessarily been this 21 

case.  So, yes, I would say there was a lot of changes to how that was evaluated. 22 

Q Did you have an internal system where you would log where criteria was met with these 23 

sites?  24 

A Not an internal system.  No.   25 
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Q Did you have any system to log where the criteria, or what were notes about various 1 

sites were kept?  2 

A Yes, so in our site visits, we do keep quite a bit of documentation.  They're kept in PDF 3 

or whatever documentation, you know, pictures we might take at the site.  And then we have a 4 

classification system, of course, in our folder structure.   5 

Q So, you mentioned PDFs.  Do you know what format the classification system was in?  6 

Was this like a spreadsheet or a database?  7 

A Oh, no.  So, I guess what I meant with classification systems is how we label our folders.  8 

So, I'm talking just general folder, file folders within there.  And then going back to what I said before, 9 

the files would be PDF of our review forms.  It could be pictures that we take.  We typically take 10 

pictures if we needed to back up a finding issue.  There could be spreadsheets.  There could be Word 11 

documents.  Yes.   12 

Q Did you have access to these documents?  13 

A Yes.   14 

Q Do you know who else had access that those documents?  15 

A It's my understanding that everyone in our division has access to these files because 16 

they exist on our division file folder.  17 

Q Did everybody in your division have approval to make entries or any edits to those 18 

documents?  19 

A I suppose they could have added to that folder.  Again, it's not a system.  It's really just a 20 

collection of documents in the file.   21 

Q Well, then, let me rephrase that.  Did anybody within your division have approval to add 22 

or remove documents, or would they need to get that approved by you or Ms. Herrera or anybody 23 

else?  24 

A I believe we have the permission set so that staff cannot delete, but they can add.  25 
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That's my understanding.   1 

Q Looking at some specific sites, and like the criteria for approval, did you ever have issues 2 

with denying sites because of the inability to find their location based on an address provided?  3 

A Not that I can remember the inability to find the actual location.   4 

Q Did you deny any sites based on issues with addresses? 5 

A Yes.  6 

Q Could you expand upon that?  7 

A Yes.  And specifically speaking to Feeding Our Future, I'm assuming?   8 

Q Yes.   9 

A So we denied that I can recall -- we denied sites for applications that Feeding Our Future 10 

had submitted where when we looked up the address, it appeared to be a private residence.  We 11 

attempted to deny applications based on address for that close proximity I had mentioned before, 12 

but ran into many barriers, because again, the USDA does not define that and did not support us.   13 

Q Why would an address submitted at a private residence be an issue for approval?  14 

A I can think of no way in which a private residence would be eligible for the program.   15 

Q How often would you see submissions to private residences?  16 

A Prior to that brief timeframe in which Feeding Our Future and Partners in Nutrition that 17 

I can recall submitted some, no.   18 

Q Could you state your answer for that one more time, please?   19 

A Sure.  So, my answer to the question of how often would we see private residences in 20 

this program, my answer was prior to the previous time period that I remember Feeding Our Future 21 

and Partners in Nutrition submitting private residences, none.  22 

Mr. Emmer.  We have reached our hour mark with the minority.  And if counsel is fine with it, 23 

we only have a few more questions in this line of questioning.   24 

BY MR. FURLA:   25 
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Q Were there any other reasons that you would deny a food site that stuck out to you 1 

aside from addresses?  2 

A So, to give that answer, I just want to make sure you're talking about Feeding Our 3 

Future again or in general? 4 

Q Yes, talking about Feeding Our Future. 5 

A We attempted to deny sites for Feeding Our Future for a couple of different reasons.  6 

The reasons that I can remember is we were able to use a piece of the Federal regulation in the 7 

Summer Food Program that does not allow sponsors to serve more than 50,000 children per day.  We 8 

were able to calculate sites and then deny Feeding Our Future sites for summer food over that limit.  9 

CACFP does not have the same limits.   10 

We were able to deny sites for private residences, so like address issue.  We attempted to 11 

deny sites when they seemed again to be too close to each other or to another site.  And I also 12 

remember denying sites for Feeding Our Future after the second time we declared them seriously 13 

deficient.  Because of their serious deficiency, I felt the regulation could be interpreted that they 14 

could not add.   15 

Q So, with denials with more than 50,000 children per day, how often were you seeing 16 

sponsors or vendors hitting that mark?  Would that be something that would stand out to you?  17 

A So, to my understanding, we had never hit that threshold before to even have used that 18 

regulation.   19 

Q Were you ever asked to reverse a decision about a food site?  20 

A Not that -- well, I should say from the lawsuit, Judge Guthmann, it's my understanding, 21 

made a number of decisions, because again, it included applications.  And so his orders caused us to 22 

reverse on some.   23 

Q Were you ever asked by a sponsor, a representative such as Aimee Bock, to reverse a 24 

decision?  25 
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A I don't remember, specifically, but I feel that Aimee Bock asked us aggressively to 1 

reverse our decision often.   2 

Mr. Emmer.  Besides the judicial proceedings, were you ever asked to reverse a decision by 3 

anyone within MDE or the Governor's office?  4 

Ms. Honer.  No, I do not believe so.   5 

BY MR. FURLA:   6 

Q Would you report the details of denials to anyone at MDE?  7 

A Yes.  So a denial under the 7 CFR 226, which is the Child and Adult Care Food Program 8 

Regulations, require an appeal process.  So, when there was a denial, we would issue appeal rights.  9 

And MDE's appeal process is that our appeal panel is outside of the division.  And the Deputy 10 

Commissioner served as the appeal chair, not only during that time, but currently still does as well.  11 

So, who's ever in that position.   12 

So when there was an appeal, our appeal coordinator would reach out to the members of the 13 

appeal panel, including the Deputy Commissioner, and would start to set up those scheduling 14 

hearings.   15 

Q At that time, would the commissioner be aware of the appeal or the Assistant 16 

Commissioner?  Would the higher-ups in MDE be aware at that time? 17 

A I believe the Assistant Commissioner would.  I don't specifically remember copying him 18 

on an email, but it's my understanding the Assistant Commissioners would know about that and in 19 

this case did.  And then as far as above that, Deputy Commissioner Mueller before she became 20 

Commissioner served on at least one -- I really don't remember -- but at least one appeal.   21 

Q Were any of those denial reports then transmitted to the Governor or the Attorney 22 

General's office?   23 

A Not to my understanding.   24 

Q Thank you.   25 



  

  

72 

Mr. Emmer.  We can go off the record. 1 

[Recess.] 2 

BY : 3 

Q We'll go on the record.  The time I have is 11:53.  Thank you, Ms. Honer.  So, I know 4 

we've talked to you a lot about the timeline of what happened.  Just for the record, just to clear the 5 

record, you said it was in the summer of 2020 where you all started to have concerns about the 6 

growth and size of Feeding Our Future, correct?  7 

A Yes.  I believe I stated the summer going into the fall of 2020 is where we had concerns 8 

over the growth.   9 

Q And it was in March 2021, or spring, that you been through the steps to terminate -- to 10 

try to terminate and stop paying the reimbursement out of Feeding Our Future, correct?  11 

A Partially.  So in March of 2021 is where I issued the second letter of serious deficiency to 12 

Feeding Our Future that included the stop pay.  However, our first issuance of serious deficiency was 13 

in January that we did attempt to take to a proposed termination.   14 

Q Okay.  So can you walk us through what happened between your concerns in the late 15 

summer or early fall in 2020 that led to that first January 2021 letter?  16 

A Sure.  So starting in, again, the summer, early fall of 2020, and the claims start to come 17 

in -- because again, claims cannot be submitted until a month ends with applications.  So, that is the 18 

timeframe we began to see claims coming in and became concerned about the amount of claims.  19 

Then we take our concerns to the United States Department of Agriculture; ask about the waiver 20 

interpretations.  At that point, we were really looking for technical assistance to push back on how 21 

Feeding Our Future was using the waivers.  We did not get support from the USDA in our request for 22 

guidance and TA to push back.  Then --  23 

Q This is fall 2020?  24 

A Yes, this is fall 2020 still.   25 
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Q Okay.   1 

A Then going into October of 2020 is when -- again, not getting relieved and having 2 

concerns of the claims, we followed the Federal regulation which requires us to go to the USDA 3 

Office of Inspector General.   4 

So, a formal complaint is made around that timeframe.  In November of 2020, I believe it was, 5 

that Feeding Our Future sues the Minnesota Department of Education.  And also around that 6 

timeframe is when the USDA Office of Inspector General has another case they're investigating.  And 7 

I take opportunity to request support through my meetings with them.   8 

In December of 2020 is when we deny -- I believe it was close to 100 sites under the summer 9 

food regulation I talked about before with the 50,000 children per day.  Going into January of 2021, 10 

Feeding Our Future had failed to provide us a Federal single audit by December 31st, 2020, which 11 

was the extension given by the Federal Government.  Particularly, it would have been September.  12 

And in the beginning of January 2021, we learned that Feeding Our Future had their IRS tax 13 

exemption status revoked.  Those two items prompted me to issue the first serious deficiency to 14 

Feeding Our Future.   15 

Q And so at that time, by the time you had issued the January 2021 serious deficiency 16 

letter, you had already sent formal complaints to the USDA OIG and followed up with them the 17 

following month about your concerns about Feeding Our Future in a meeting?  18 

A Yes.  19 

Q And then, so what happened after that January 2020 -- the January -- your first letter all 20 

the way up to your last -- the last letter in March, the last letter in March 31st, 2021?  21 

A Sure.  So, what happened between my letter in early January of 2021 and the second 22 

serious deficiency letter of 2021, which was March -- what happened in between is the first serious 23 

deficiency letter, which was a result of the IRS tax revocation, or tax-exempt revocation and the 24 

single audit; we required Feeding Our Future to submit corrective action, which was a single audit, 25 
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and had their tax exemption status reinstated.  Feeding Our Future submitted to us an audit that I 1 

had incredible concerns over the legitimacy of, and they also provided information of the tax 2 

reinstatement process that they were going through.  I also had concerns about that, which 3 

prompted me to call the IRS.  I don't remember when that IRS phone call took place.  And then I 4 

reached out for assistance on the Federal single audit of what an audit should include.  I searched the 5 

Minnesota Board of Accountancy to determine if this auditor had a license.  I could not find it, which 6 

ultimately resulted in MDE and myself signing the letter rejecting the corrective action and moving to 7 

proposed termination.   8 

Q And so you said when you requested assistance for what an audit looked like, was that 9 

to the USDA or just broadly?  10 

A I was asking internal staff who look at audits.  I did -- this is where I mentioned in the 11 

beginning of reaching out to the Office of State Auditor.  I did send an email to someone at the Office 12 

of the State Auditor asking for assistance.  And then I think that was about who I asked for help with 13 

that.   14 

Q So the second letter, what did that second letter say in regards to the serious 15 

deficiency?  16 

A To the best of my recollection, it was along the lines of the corrective action was not 17 

sufficient, and we were proposing termination and disqualification, which is part of the USDA 18 

process, but that is laid out for this process.   19 

Q And what did Feeding Our Future do in response to that?  20 

A To my memory, Feeding Our Future brought this into one of the court hearings.  It's my 21 

understanding and recollection that there is a court transcript in which the judge discusses audits and 22 

begins to discuss his family's accounting history.  And so, we're drug back into court, and I don't 23 

remember exactly if the judge made an order or a ruling, but after that Feeding Our Future submitted 24 

a new audit from a different auditor, and we could find the Minnesota Board of Accountancy license 25 
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for that auditor.   1 

Q Okay.  And so this was March, around like March?  2 

A Yes, the January serious deficiency notice, the serious deficiency, that process takes 3 

quite a bit of time.  So, that would have lasted from January through that March timeframe that you 4 

had asked for.  5 

Q So then after the March 2020 -- like after you said they had the state audit, they had an 6 

auditor you could find a license for, did you now start trying to like -- were you going to start 7 

reimbursing -- like how did that process play out in terms of your dealings with Feeding Our Future?  8 

A So, the January serious deficiency letter did not include a stop pay.   9 

Q Okay.   10 

A And again, it's very difficult under Federal regulations to stop payments for any type of 11 

concern.  And so that was not included in the January letter.  The stop pay was included in the 12 

second serious deficiency letter in March.   13 

Q And so after the March deficiency letter, what did you all do after Feeding Our Future 14 

provided the State a new audit report?  15 

A So, Feeding Our Future submitted the audit report.  Again, in response to the January 16 

serious deficiencies, I am not sure what timeframe that they provided it.  It probably was around 17 

March of 2021.  And we accepted their corrective action as part of again the USDA Federal 18 

regulations process in serious deficiency.  But again, my concerns did not stop, and I continued to 19 

seek help ultimately around that same timeframe reaching the FBI.   20 

Q And throughout this timeframe, did you hear back from the USDA OIG's office about 21 

your complaint?  Did you hear anything regarding that?  22 

A No, not to my recollection.   23 

BY : 24 

Q So, in the first hour, you mentioned that after the Feeding Our Future prosecution, the 25 
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State of Minnesota passed new antifraud legislation that has given you, indeed, new antifraud 1 

capabilities to better combat fraud going forward.  And I just wondering if you can speak more to 2 

what those are and how MDE is using them. 3 

A Sure.  And I don't know if exactly if they were worded as antifraud, I just understood 4 

them as going through the normal legislative process.  So again, we had a definition of close 5 

proximity.  How we use that is if we should have sites that submit to operate, and there's already a 6 

site nearby, if it's within that definition, that State definition now, of which I believe is half a mile, we 7 

can say it does not -- sorry, we would say this site is not eligible because it's in close proximity to this 8 

other site, and now we have a definition.   9 

We use -- or we could use -- when new sponsors are applying, but they have to be in 10 

operation for one year and have a 10 percent unrestricted fund to use if needed, and certain financial 11 

statements and possible tax statements, we use that to evaluate when a new organization applies to 12 

the program so that we are getting viable sponsors in this program.   13 

We have not had to use the additional regulation around -- I'm sorry, not regulation, State 14 

statute -- we have not had to use the additional State statute around growth, but that is 25 percent.  15 

So, we evaluate as we look at applications what their budget and reimbursement was for the year 16 

prior.  And if they are exceeding 25 percent, we can deny not necessarily their full application, but we 17 

can deny the growth of that.   18 

We have State statutes now around board of directors needing to have information posted 19 

around volunteers and restrictions on what volunteers can do for this program; have not had to use 20 

that.  We have new State statutes on program training.  Now with applications for new organizations 21 

we require those training certificates.  That is what I can remember right now.   22 

Q And just speaking in general, do you think that that will help reduce the risk of fraud 23 

going forward in programs MDE is administering?  24 

A I think that those were -- in my opinion, these are safeguards to use -- again, for those 25 
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gaps in the Federal regulation, should a sponsor again try to do what Feeding Our Future did.  So, I 1 

guess to that answer, yes, I think it will help us stop fraud in these specific Federal programs.   2 

Q Moving on, so I am going to turn to exhibit 1 which is the OLA report you have in front 3 

of you.  Do you have any knowledge of whether MDE implemented any recommendations from the 4 

report or used the findings to improve programs internally?  Curious if you can speak to that? 5 

A Yeah, absolutely.  MDE took the recommendations from the OLA report incredibly 6 

seriously.  So, what we did in response to that is I had our team redo the complaint process.  So, now 7 

we have a completely new complaint process and procedure that we follow.  And that includes the 8 

Office of Inspector General at MDE to get involved with our complaints if necessary.   9 

I have added to the in-State travel budget and encouraged staff to do more technical 10 

assistance visits.  Monitoring, just in general, I have increased that budget.  Oh.  The follow-up 11 

reviews which I feel we were conducting, but we now have a better tracking process for that.  And 12 

there was one more that just left my mind.  Oh.  Here it is.  The other one was the assessment of risk.  13 

We have -- again, I feel like we were conducting risk assessments, but we have revamped our risk 14 

assessment process and are running those multiple times a year.   15 

Q You mentioned the MDE Inspector General, that's a fairly new position, correct?  16 

A Yes.  That was the creation of the Minnesota Department of Education Office of 17 

Inspector General, to my understanding, was a new legislative piece that moved forward around this 18 

timeframe as well.  Again, I'm not sure how it was labeled as an antifraud package or not.   19 

Q It's our understanding just from reporting that Governor Walz' office was supportive of 20 

having the independent Inspector General MDE.  Do you have any knowledge of that?   21 

A I don't.  22 

Q .  Do you have any reason to believe that reporting is inaccurate?  23 

A        Ms. Honer.  I do not.  24 

Q       .  I just have one follow-up question.  You mentioned all the tools that you used 25 
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in order to try to, you know, address the Feeding Our Future situation, and then the new tools that 1 

you currently have, have you felt supported -- do you feel supported throughout from your initial 2 

trying to address the Feeding Our Future situation?  Did you feel that you were supported within 3 

MDE or this department in order to pursue -- to try to prevent, you know, future misuse by Feeding 4 

Our Future?  5 

Ms. Honer.  Yes.  I would say that throughout my time at MDE and specifically to Feeding Our 6 

Future, every action I or my team took in response to these concerns, whether during the Feeding 7 

Our Future timeframe or after, I have felt incredibly supported to take those actions or to do what 8 

was needed.   9 

BY :   10 

Q I would like to return a little bit to the conversation you were having with my colleagues 11 

earlier about just sort of the programs that MDE administers and other -- and the issue of child 12 

hunger in the United States.  According to the Children's HealthWatch and sideline, prior to the 13 

pandemic, more than 10 percent of U.S. households have insufficient food access, and this includes 14 

5.3 million children.  Do you have any reason to dispute those statistics?  15 

A I have no reason to dispute.  I actually thought the number was higher.  16 

Q Thank you.  That's the reporting noted that food insecurity as much doubled in the U.S. 17 

because of the COVID-19 pandemic.  Does that generally match your understanding?  18 

A Yes, that makes sense to me.   19 

Q Did you, in your role at MDE, see an increased need for programs to combat food 20 

insecurity during COVID?  21 

A Can you restate the question?   22 

Q During the COVID-19 pandemic, did you see an increase -- a need to change or alter, or 23 

like more -- did you see more families struggling to access food because of changes that had 24 

happened during the pandemic?  25 
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A I see.  Yes.  I would say that we heard from our school sponsors, our other small 1 

childcare organizations that food access for families was a greater need during COVID.   2 

Q In 2019, the national school lunch and school breakfast program served approximately 3 

15 million breakfasts and 30 million lunches daily.  And these programs have been associated with a 4 

14 percent reduction in food insecurity.  But during the COVID-19 pandemic, many schools were 5 

closed to protect the health and safety of children and teachers.  Is that correct?  6 

A That's correct.   7 

Q And so that means the kids were no longer getting those meals at school?  8 

A Correct.  Not in the same way that they would have been, yes.   9 

Q And I'll note that these are just some of the important Federal programs that help kids 10 

be fed.  For example, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program or SNAP helped parents feed 11 

their kids.  Is that your understanding?  12 

A That is my understanding, yes.  13 

Q There are other Federal programs as well that help families access food?  14 

A Yes, my understanding as far as the food programs, you know, there are some -- you 15 

know, even outside of the USDA probably through private organizations.  But it's my understanding 16 

the USDA has 16 food and nutrition services to help provide food.   17 

Q According to No Kid Hungry, 59 percent food of food insecurity households participated 18 

in at least one of three programs the school lunch program SNAP or the Supplemental Nutrition 19 

Program for Women Infants Children, or WIC.  Is it reasonable to conclude that if these Federal 20 

programs were paused or other of those families could no longer access these benefits for any other 21 

reason, more kids would go hungry in the United States? 22 

A I absolutely believe that.   23 

Q And my understanding is that food insecurity can impact kids in a variety of ways that 24 

can impact their health and their educational success.  Is that your understanding as well?  25 
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A Yes.  It is my understanding of that and, you know, specifically in the education piece, 1 

absenteeism, behavioral issues, simply having the energy to go about your day if you're not eating 2 

breakfast and lunch.   3 

Q I'll add to that that food insecure children reportedly suffer two to four times as many 4 

health problems as other children in addition to that we just discussed.   5 

.  We'll go off the record. [Discussion off the record.]  6 

BY MR. EMMER:   7 

Q We'll go back on the record.   8 

Ms. Honer, during the previous hour, you spoke about the new antifraud measures that the 9 

State implemented.  Is that right?   10 

A Well, I think I said we, as the State of Minnesota, implemented new measures.  I am not 11 

sure if it was part of an antifraud package or not.   12 

Q Okay.  But when did those measures -- when were they implemented?  13 

A To my recollection, it's been implemented over the 2023 to the 2025 legislative session.  14 

Q Prior to those legislative sessions, was MDE pushing for these type of antifraud 15 

measures? 16 

A Not that I am aware of.   17 

Q Do you think -- if the legislation was passed earlier, do you think it would have stopped 18 

the Feeding Our Future fraud?  19 

A Possibly. 20 

BY MR. FALCONE:   21 

Q And going back to the sponsors, you said earlier that they were responsible for -- excuse 22 

me, let me rephrase that.  You said earlier that they are expected to know Federal regulations so 23 

that's when they're reviewing site invoices, that they're verifying that they are in compliance with 24 

Federal regulations.  Could you explain how the sponsor is made aware of those Federal regulations?  25 
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A Oh, sure.  So the sponsors made aware of the Federal regulations, which they are 1 

expected to know and uphold, through a variety of ways.  There is already training that sponsors 2 

need to take.  And we have that.  We keep track of that.  So sponsors have to take that training.   3 

Sponsors also sign a program agreement with the various State agencies and side along with 4 

us in which outlines all of the Federal regulations that they are agreeing to uphold.   5 

Additionally, our division, specifically, that I can speak to, we host a regular occurrence of 6 

technical assistance webinars.  We are always available for questions.  And then, of course, the 7 

monitoring component in which if we do find noncompliance, we write a finding and require 8 

corrective action.   9 

Q And do the sponsors, are they expected to inform the sites of what their Federal 10 

regulatory obligations are?  11 

A Yes.  So -- and this is where site type gets a little bit different.  And I just want to clarify 12 

sponsors of legally unaffiliated sites, my answer is yes.  Sponsors of legally affiliated -- and I'll give you 13 

an example -- like the school district.  The elementary school is part of the school district.  It's not 14 

separate.  So, in talking about legally separate sites, yes.  And the sponsor provides that information 15 

not only through their training and monitoring, but there is also supposed to be a sponsor site 16 

agreement.   17 

Q And did Feeding Our Future come to you about questions seeking guidance and 18 

information on Federal regulation to inform these sites?  19 

A So is the question, do you mean around the COVID waivers or just in general?   20 

Q In general.   21 

A Not that I recall did Feeding Our Future ask us for how they should pass something off 22 

to their site.  No.  23 

Q Okay.  Around the COVID waivers, did they ever ask specifically about those?  24 

A Around the COVID waivers, I don't feel like I have a memory of Feeding Our Future 25 
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asking for technical assistance to specifically provide as training or compliance to their site, but 1 

Feeding Our Future absolutely asks questions about how might their sites could operate with the 2 

waivers. 3 
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[12:19 p.m.] 1 

BY MR. FALCONE:  2 

Q And then you talked about how Feeding Our Future would show reimbursement 3 

requests of meals served that were above the 50,000 meal a day threshold, correct?  4 

A So it's a little bit different.  The 50,000 children per day is what is in regulation.  It's a 5 

regulation that doesn't quite make sense because we have to collect in meals per day -- not children 6 

per day -- or meals per month.  So, to that answer, I just wanted to clarify, no, Feeding Our Future 7 

didn't specifically have to apply for more than 50,000 children per day.  8 

Q But did their requests of more than 50,000 a day, did that raise concerns that they 9 

weren't understanding Federal regulations?  10 

A I would agree that it absolutely raised a concern that we even had to use that 11 

regulation.  I do not believe the concern was that Feeding Our Future did not understand.  12 

Q Do you believe that they understood, but they were willfully disobeying the Federal 13 

regulations?  14 

A I don't specifically believe that.  Again, going back to a regulation that doesn't quite 15 

make sense in the operations, I don't think they were necessarily aware or not.  16 

Q Did you have any concerns at any point that they were misleading sites about what their 17 

regulatory obligations were?  18 

A Yes, I do think I believed that at one point.  19 

Q Did you raise those concerns with anyone on your team?  20 

A I'm sure I did.  I don't remember those conversations.  21 

Q Do you remember a time when you had those concerns?  22 

A To the best of my ability, I believe it was around beginning of January 2021 through 23 

June, I would say, of 2021.  That's my best recollection.  24 

Q And do you believe that Federal regulations were designed to put the bulk of regulatory 25 
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authority for food sites on the sponsors?  1 

A In situations where there are like a sponsor, again, of the unaffiliated, yes.  I would say, 2 

generally, yes to that question.  3 

Q So do you believe that USDA regulations essentially required third-party sponsors to 4 

police themselves?  5 

A I can generally agree with that, yes.   6 

Q Do you think that presents a window for fraud?  7 

A Yes, I do.  8 

Q At any point in your conversations with the USDA OIG, did you raise any concerns about 9 

Feeding Our Future's compliance with Federal regulations?  10 

A I'm sure I did.  I don't remember specifically.  11 

Q Okay.  Was it your understanding that the USDA OIG understood that, that they were 12 

willfully disregarding Federal regulation?  13 

A I would generally say yes.  14 

Q Okay.   15 

BY MR. FURLA:  16 

Q All right.  Ms. Honer, I want to briefly state, within this time period, early on within the 17 

pandemic, I know we talked a little bit about this earlier, but would it be a fair characterization to say 18 

that Aimee Bock was aggressive towards MDE as it relates to applying to meal sites?  19 

A Yes, I would agree with that.  20 

Q Could we pass out exhibit 3 -- let everybody take a look.  I'll let you take a look at this. 21 

Mr. Furla.  I would like to introduce Majority Exhibit No. 2, marked as Bates No. MDE 15798.  22 

   [Honer Majority Exhibit No. 2    was marked for identification.]  23 

BY MR. FURLA: 24 

Q This is an email from April 24, 2020, that you are copied on from Aimee Bock.   25 
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A Oh, yes, I see that.  Yes.   1 

Q Do you recall receiving this email?  2 

A Not specifically.   3 

Q But do you recognize that's your email address on there, that you would've received this 4 

email?  5 

A Yes.  I do not have concerns about the legitimacy of this.   6 

Q Ms. Bock says to MDE, "Please share what guidance is, as well as the statutory authority 7 

that allows you to deny site applications to sites that are clearly eligible."  Did I read that correctly?  8 

A That appears so, yes.  9 

Q Was it common for Ms. Bock to reach out to MDE to question its authority?  10 

A Yes.  11 

Q How often?  12 

A My answer to that would be, to my memory, I feel either Aimee Bock or Rhyddid 13 

Watkins would reach out anytime MDE would make an unfavorable decision that -- I'm sorry, a 14 

decision they found unfavorable. 15 

Q Every time?  16 

A To the best of my recollection, yes.  17 

Q And would it be through like an email like this, or was there any other channel that they 18 

would voice their displeasure with a decision?  19 

A Oh, sure.  I would say, generally speaking, it would be through an email like this.  I do 20 

believe that they -- specifically Rhyddid Watkins would email Daron or probably Monica as well.  21 

Q And, just for the record, Mr. Watkins was serving as the attorney for Feeding Our Future 22 

at that time.  Is that correct?  23 

A Well, I disagree with that.  Mr. Watkins wrote me an email in October of 2019, I believe, 24 

saying he was the compliance officer.  And, again, in the 2020 budget, again, he was listed as the 25 
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compliance officer.  So, during this timeframe, it was my understanding that Mr. Watkins was the 1 

compliance officer and not the attorney.  2 

Q Okay.  So, if you were to say -- ballpark or to your best memory, how many times would 3 

you say you would receive an email like this to disagree with an agency decision, with MDE's 4 

decision?  5 

A To the best of my ability to put a number on it, I would say weekly.  6 

Q Weekly, okay.   7 

Continuing on, in this email Aimee Bock says, "These sites are already providing meals to the 8 

State's youth with the expectation of the meals being reimbursed."  Did I read that correctly?  9 

A That is correct.  10 

Q Was it common for sponsors, vendors, and sites to begin operating prior to receiving 11 

approval from MDE?  12 

A It can be.  The CACFP regulations do allow it, as do the school nutrition regulations.  13 

Q Did you have concerns with this practice?  14 

A Not before the COVID waivers, no.  15 

Q What were those concerns?  16 

A During the COVID waivers, my concerns about sites operating before they were 17 

approved was along the same lines of a question I just answered not too long ago about sites 18 

operating without being given the proper information.  19 

Q Thank you.   20 

So you said just a few minutes ago that you heard from either Ms. Bock or Mr. Watkins about 21 

weekly regarding site approvals.  How often would you -- or that they would email you regarding 22 

disagreement with site approvals, just to clarify.  How often would you hear from them regarding site 23 

approvals in general?  24 

A I would say, my answer stays the same as to weekly.  And, again, later on into the year 25 
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after this email is when the lawsuit, which was on applications.  1 

Q And, just to clarify, you received an email from Aimee Bock, but did she communicate 2 

with you in any other manner, such as the phone, text message, anything else?  3 

A No.  I only had communication with Aimee Bock through email that I can ever 4 

remember, until the trial.  5 

Q Do you think that Aimee Bock and Mr. Watkins' assertions were their attempts to 6 

coerce MDE to approve applications without conducting proper due diligence?  7 

A I think I can agree with that.  8 

Q Do you recall whether there were any other issues with the application process that she 9 

took issue with?  10 

A Just to clarify that she, Aimee Bock, took issue with or that we took issue with as MDE?   11 

Q Let me clarify.  Were there any other denials based on -- such as an address, for 12 

example, or some other issue that Aimee Bock or Mr. Watkins specifically sent an email like this to 13 

you about disagreeing with the site denial?  14 

A Oh, sure.  Not that I can specifically, you know, pull out as far as an email goes, but I 15 

absolutely believe that there were other situations that they would email about.  Yes.  16 

Q Do you remember if any of those had to do with the regulations requiring each provider 17 

or each food site needing to have a separate address?  18 

A I don't recall that specifically, but it could've been.  19 

Q Regardless of the litigation, which we'll discuss more a little bit later, if Aimee Bock 20 

didn't like an explanation that you or your staff would provide, would she discuss her concerns with 21 

anybody else at MDE?  22 

A Not that I'm aware of.  23 

Q There have been certain allegations throughout this process that Ms. Bock may have 24 

had political connections with State leaders.  Do you have any reason to believe that she may have 25 
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asked individuals higher up in the Walz administration to circumvent the processes that you were 1 

trying to follow at MDE?  2 

A I don't have knowledge of that.  3 

Q Did you ever learn that she pushed any other officials higher than you at MDE or within 4 

the Governor's Office or in the State government to accept those sites?  5 

A I have not.   6 

Q Thank you.   7 

On April 28, Feeding Our Future served MDE with a draft complaint and litigation hold about 8 

its applications for eight different locations to participate as meal sites in the CACFP's after-school 9 

program.  First, I'd like to discuss what took place prior to April 28, 2020.  Could you explain your role 10 

regarding the applications for those eight locations?  11 

A Sure.  My role -- and just to clarify in the question, I'm assuming that eight locations in 12 

this email is what you're referring to was part of the litigation hold?   13 

Q Just -- well, separately, but were the eight locations in that email at issue in the litigation 14 

hold?  15 

A I guess, I don't remember there being a formal litigation hold at that time.  If that's what 16 

it is, that seems to be okay, but not that I can recall.  17 

Q Were those eight locations in that email at issue that eventually turned into the lawsuit?  18 

A I would agree with that, yes.  19 

Q So, moving back, what was your role with approving these eight locations or the review 20 

of the approval?  21 

A Yes.  So my role in the approval of these eight locations was that, as you can see on this 22 

email, Kendra Pace was the one who wrote the initial email, it appears on April 24 from this email, 23 

and I was Kendra's supervisor.  So the application processing of these applications fell under my 24 

team.  25 
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Q So was Kendra Pace the only other MDE employee involved in this approval process?  1 

A So we have at MDE -- or, I should say, around that timeframe, we had two primary 2 

applications specialists, so that was Kendra Pace and Cindy Anderson.  Other staff could fill in as 3 

needed, but we had staff assign themselves two applications to work through that process, and I say 4 

that to answer the question that it appears Kendra was the only staff person on these eight.  5 

Q And would Kendra or would Ms. Pace forward you information like regarding emails like 6 

this that would be received from Aimee Bock?  Would you receive things in general from her about 7 

this?  8 

A I would say, in general, yes, that ended up being a practice.   9 

Q So do you know why these eight locations were not approved?  10 

A I believe so, and I believe it stems from my answer that I gave a while back in saying 11 

that, when the waivers first came out, you know, just a few weeks after the pandemic was declared 12 

and MDE was prioritizing schools.  And so I believe these -- or this email came from that answer, as I 13 

was talking about, in that -- I'm sorry.  I apologize.  I think, in reading this more closely, I thought it 14 

said we will not be creating site IDs, that it was for that.  But it looks like because they were not 15 

providing childcare is the reason.   16 

Q And so, just to follow up on that a little bit, after the waivers or after some of the 17 

regulatory change was initiated during COVID, entities that did not primarily provide childcare were 18 

allowed to participate in the food programs as well.  Is that correct?  19 

A Through the waivers and flexibilities, yes.  20 

Q Okay.  Thank you.   21 

Moving some back to those locations, did you have any other concerns aside from that they 22 

just weren't schools?  23 

A Not that I can specifically remember, although a general concern that this email lays out 24 

is the concern of restaurants or vendors being the site.  25 
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Q Did anybody else share the concerns about restaurants or vendors being sites?  Did 1 

anybody at MDE, pardon me.   2 

A Yes.   3 

Q Who else was that?  4 

A I don't know if I can think of anyone that didn't see that as a concern.  5 

Q Did you have those concerns?  6 

A Yes, I did.  7 

Q Did you raise those to Ms. Herrera?  8 

A Yes, I believe so.  9 

Q Was Daron Korte notified about those concerns as well?  10 

A Not that I can specifically recall, but I assume so.  11 

Q Do you know if Mary Cathryn Ricker was notified about those concerns?  12 

A I do not know that.  13 

Q Did you have any internal meetings or communications specifically about the approval 14 

of those eight sites or the concerns about the approval of those eight sites?  15 

A We could have, but not that I remember.  16 

Q If you could have, do you know what would've been discussed in those meetings?  17 

A Well, again, I'm not sure if it was from this email and these sites or not, but situations 18 

similar to this is what caused us to go to the USDA for guidance, specifically asking about the waivers, 19 

and as I had answered before, interpreting those waivers, asking the USDA for assistance, saying, 20 

"This couldn't be what the waivers meant, was it?"  And then the USDA turning around and allowing 21 

it.   22 

Q And, when you say "this couldn't be what the waivers meant," is that just from surprise 23 

at kind of how potentially, you know, blatant some of these requests were or reimbursement?  Could 24 

you explain that?  25 
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A I would generally agree with that, yes.  1 

Q Like -- oh, sorry.  Go ahead.   2 

A Over the -- just the general surprise of these issues coming in that we had not 3 

experienced before.  And I think you asked for some specific examples.  So those would be brand 4 

new sites coming into the program, brand new organizations coming into existence and then into the 5 

program, having sites allowed to be right next to each other.  Those are some of the big pieces that I 6 

can recall.   7 

Q When you say "brand new organizations," do you mean like brand new organizations or 8 

entities formed for the purpose of joining the program?  9 

A I would say that I did not have the knowledge of why organizations were formed, but my 10 

staff and I would take a look at the Minnesota Secretary of State website or the IRS website and see 11 

organizations had been newly formed, and that was a concern.  12 

Q And, in your experience reviewing some of those databases, would you say those were 13 

usually like LLCs or other businesses that could be owned by a single person?  14 

A Well, I would say two answers to that:  The first part is, we had not had to look at the 15 

Secretary of State or IRS before.  We would, of course, get the IRS final determination letter if it was 16 

a 501(c)(3).  But it was the concerns we were seeing that prompted us to look further, so that was for 17 

that first part of the question.  And then the second part of the question of what types of 18 

organizations, I would actually categorize from my memory most of them being nonprofits.  19 

Q And, with some of those nonprofits, did you feel like the State of Minnesota or the 20 

Federal Government had adequate reporting available for you to determine who was actually 21 

operating these organizations?  22 

A I do not.   23 

Q That it was inadequate or you do not know?  24 

A Oh, I'm sorry.  I feel that it was inadequate.  25 
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Q So it was difficult to determine who was actually applying for reimbursement?  1 

A I would agree with that.  2 

Q Did that raise concerns?  3 

A No, because, for example, the IRS website and the information they share, that wasn't 4 

different than what it had been before.  5 

Q Okay.  So, looking with the Feeding Our Future representatives in these eight locations, 6 

was anybody else involved besides Aimee Bock and Mr. Watkins?  7 

A Not that I can recall.  8 

Q What did you tell the Feeding Our Future representatives about why the eight locations 9 

had not been approved?  10 

A Well, I don't recall the specific email or situation, so I'm not sure.  11 

Q Were you threatened with legal action after those discussions?  12 

A It's possible, but I don't remember.  13 

Q Do you know if anybody at MDE had conversations with the Governor's Office or the 14 

Attorney General's Office regarding the denial of these eight sites?  15 

A I do not know.  I will add, the Attorney General's Office was defending us in what ended 16 

up being the litigation, so they could have.  17 

Q When did you first find out about a potential lawsuit?  18 

A While -- to your point or to your question before on the litigation hold -- I didn't 19 

remember necessarily being under one, but it does bring back the memory of being threatened with 20 

one from that timeframe.  I don't recall exactly, like, how far back or how many times, but I feel the 21 

threat of a lawsuit seemed to be what Feeding Our Future, Rhyddid Watkins and Aimee Bock, were 22 

responding with quite often.  23 

Q And were you threatened with a lawsuit by both Ms. Bock and Mr. Watkins or either or?  24 

Could you describe that?  25 
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A Sure.  I don't remember specifically.  However, it's my general understanding that 1 

Rhyddid Watkins took the lead on any legal threats, and so I would -- it's my best assumption that it 2 

would've come from him.   3 

Q And, in these threats, did they explain why they were going to sue MDE?  4 

A Well, let's see, to the best of my memory, it would be along the lines of telling MDE that 5 

we were not using the regulations right and that we had to process applications, and it also included 6 

racial -- what's the word I'm looking for? -- threats that MDE was being racist in how we were 7 

approving Feeding Our Future's applications.  8 

Q Could you expand upon that a little bit?  9 

A Sure.  So Feeding Our Future was a sponsor that primarily served East African 10 

communities.  Our concerns at MDE had nothing to do with the communities and had to do with the 11 

application information that was coming in on types of meals, meal counts.  And Feeding Our Future 12 

did not agree and claimed that MDE was singling out Feeding Our Future because of the population 13 

they served.   14 

Q When that threat was made to you or to MDE, did you report that to Ms. Herrera?  Was 15 

Mr. Korte aware?  Is that something that would go to the Commissioner?  16 

A It's my understanding those were made -- those complaints or racial discrimination -- I 17 

think that was the word I was looking for before -- were made more directly to Daron Korte.  So I 18 

didn't specifically go to anyone else that I remember because it was already above me.  19 

Q Do you know if Mr. Korte then reported that to Mary Cathryn Ricker or anybody higher 20 

in the State government?  21 

A I don't specifically know that.  22 

Q Do you know if the Attorney General's Office would've been involved at that time then?  23 

A They could have been, again, through their representation of us in various legal matters 24 

leading up to the official lawsuit.  25 
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BY MR. EMMER:  1 

Q You said various legal matters.  Are you saying those are all within Feeding Our Future, 2 

or just you're saying that broadly?  3 

A Oh, I'm sorry.  I'm specifically referring to Feeding Our Future and their threats.  The 4 

Attorney General's Office, in my experience, does typically defend us, and so there could have been 5 

others that I'm just not aware of.   6 

Q And, for the record, I know it was asked before, but I don't know if it was entirely clear, 7 

was it your understanding that the Governor's Office was aware of the allegations that Feeding Our 8 

Future was making against MDE?  9 

A I don't specifically know that.   10 

BY MR. FURLA:  11 

Q And I know we discussed the draft lawsuit and litigation hold from April 28, 2020.  Do 12 

you know if, at that point when, you know, something formal of that matter would be threatened 13 

against or brought to MDE's attention, would the Commissioner or Assistant Commissioner then be 14 

aware of something at that level?  15 

A Well, again, I don't remember or recall that being what happened at that time.  I'm not 16 

saying that that didn't; I just don't recall it.  So I'm not sure.  17 

Q So were those eight Feeding Our Future sites listing on email ever approved?  18 

A Yes, I believe so.  19 

Q Do you know when?  20 

A I do not know when, no.   21 

Q Would April 29, 2020, sound right to you?  22 

A I don't know, but it could be.   23 

Q Looking at the lawsuit real quick, and then we'll go back to this, did anybody in MDE 24 

seem particularly worried about being perceived as racist with regard to Feeding Our Future?  25 
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A Well, I would say, I don't think anyone wants to be perceived as racist.  So that's the first 1 

part.  But I don't remember anyone specifically at MDE worrying that Feeding Our Future was making 2 

that threat.   3 

Q So, with the eight sites again, those were approved.  Do you know who made that 4 

approval?  5 

A I do not.  6 

Q Within MDE, would that have been a decision by the Commissioner, the Assistant 7 

Commissioner?  Do you know who that would've likely been with?  8 

A Oh, I don't believe it would've been at the cabinet level, no.  I believe the decision to 9 

approve would have fallen within one of my team's staff.  10 

Q And, as the supervisor, were you made aware of any of that approval decision process?  11 

A I could have, but not that I can recall on these.  12 

Q Do you remember any conversations related to the approval?  13 

A I do not.  14 

Q Do you know who of your staff would've been involved with this approval?  15 

A Other than from this email and seeing Kendra Pace's name, I do not recall.  16 

Q But, based on her work related to this, is it possible that it would've been her?  17 

A Yes, I would assume that.  18 

Q Was the decision to approve those eight sites at all based on allegations of racism?  19 

A I do not believe so.  20 

Q Do you know if the Governor or his staff were involved in the final decision to approve 21 

the eight sites?  22 

A I don't know, but I highly doubt it.  23 

Q After MDE approved Feeding Our Future's eight sites in April of 2020, how did the 24 

approval process change?  Did you make any changes?  25 
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A Slightly.  So the changes -- well, I'll first say, the approval process in itself really didn't 1 

change.  We still have applications coming in the same way.  Staff are assigned.  They're processed 2 

through that CLiCS system.  What did end up changing was that prior to COVID, we received very few 3 

applications each year, and the applications from Feeding Our Future and Partners in Nutrition 4 

increased so much that my staff could no longer keep up with it just manually coming in.  So I 5 

developed a spreadsheet of sorts where we could have an intake person input them.  We were 6 

tracking them, and it allowed us to better find duplicate addresses, sites, and things of that nature.  7 

BY MR. EMMER:  8 

Q Who from your staff was involved with putting together that spreadsheet?  9 

A I believe I created that, and then the staff involved in the spreadsheet itself would have 10 

been my four staff that -- so two Kendra and Cindy of applications, and then I also had a staff person 11 

for customer service, and kind of an intake person of sorts as well.  So those four staff total were the 12 

primary users of that spreadsheet.  13 

Q And it sounds like you used the spreadsheet for a significant time period.  Do you have 14 

dates that it would've been used?  15 

A I believe I implemented that around December 2020, January 2021, somewhere in that 16 

timeframe, and we still use it to this day.  17 

BY MR. FURLA:  18 

Q And, just to clarify the timeline, had the lawsuit -- had MDE been formally sued by 19 

Feeding Our Future at that time?  20 

A I believe so, yes.  21 

Q So did you create a separate spreadsheet to track any other vendors or sponsors or 22 

program providers?  Was this abnormal?  23 

A Oh, well, just to correct, this spreadsheet is used for all sponsors, so it was not a just for 24 

Feeding Our Future.  It was in response to the applications we were getting from them, but we use it 25 
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for everyone. 1 

Q And those were specifically -- the large volume of applications were from Feeding Our 2 

Future?  3 

A During that timeframe, yes.  4 

Q So, after looking at -- talking about the actual approvals of submissions, did your office 5 

treat the approval process any different after the threats of litigation were made?  6 

A Other than to make sure it was well documented, I don't believe so.  7 

Q So, looking at some of these irregularities or potential providers having the same 8 

address, how often would you encounter this?  9 

A It's my understanding that, prior to the COVID waivers and applications Feeding Our 10 

Future and Partners in Nutrition were submitting, none.  And, if we were to have experienced that, it 11 

was typically a miscommunication between, say, for example, the YMCA and the school, and they 12 

worked it out, and we didn't have an issue going forward.  And then, to your point, again, though, it 13 

was an issue that we couldn't get resolved in that same manner with Feeding Our Future.  14 

Q How often would you encounter this?  Was this something that was noticeable, or did 15 

you have to look for it?  16 

A Are you meaning the duplicate sites?   17 

Q Yes.   18 

A This was noticeable.  I don't remember how often we experienced it, but it was 19 

absolutely -- notable --  20 

Q Did you discuss any of these irregularities for multiple sites with anybody from MDE?  21 

A Oh, yes.  Again, as just a general kind of team discussion who was working on this, we 22 

absolutely discussed that.  And -- yes, so as a general team discussion.  23 

Q Would that have been elevated to Ms. Herrera or to Mr. Korte or Mary Cathryn Ricker?  24 

A I believe Monica Herrera -- were involved in those -- or at least in that knowledge, and I 25 
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believe that this was brought up in the lawsuit.  So those individuals who were involved in 1 

understanding the lawsuit pieces would have known as well.   2 

Q So, at this time, you were receiving a high volume of applications?  3 

A Yes.  4 

Q How would you ensure that your office, you know, had the guardrails that were in place 5 

to ensure you weren't missing anything?  6 

A Well, I don't feel the issue was that we were missing anything.  I feel that we caught the 7 

concerns.  The issue was that the tools the USDA lays out for us when we have concerns do not help 8 

that situation.  9 

Q Did you report any of the multiple sites to the Governor's Office or the Attorney 10 

General's Office?  11 

A Not that I recall, no.  12 

Q Do you know if anybody at MDE made that same report?  13 

A Not that I am aware of.  14 

Q Would an irregularity of that nature usually be something that would be reported up 15 

outside of MDE to higher levels of State government?  16 

A I don't believe so.  And, going back to my answer is, when we have experienced that 17 

elsewhere, we do our administrative tools first to speak with the sponsors and get that sorted out.  I 18 

have not experienced where it needs to go beyond that.   19 

Q So would you say that it was Minnesota's responsibility to determine whether providers 20 

it reimbursed for Federal dollars related to Feeding Our Future were committing fraud?  21 

A Can you repeat that?   22 

Q Yeah, of course.  So would you say it was Minnesota's responsibility to determine 23 

whether the providers it reimbursed for Feeding Our Future were committing fraud?  24 

A I would say that it is our responsibility to uphold the program regulations and carry out 25 
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bringing up concerns when we have concerns of fraud, which the USDA lays out, as I mentioned 1 

before, is to make that report to the Office of Inspector General.  The USDA does not give us the 2 

tools to stop fraud.  3 

Q Do you feel that your office reported every instance of potential fraud that it could have 4 

or should have?  5 

A I absolutely do.  6 

Q Both, could have or should have?  7 

A I believe that MDE -- and speaking from my personal experience of what I did -- we 8 

reported our concerns everywhere possible, multiple times, and did not let those referrals go until 9 

we got an answer, which ultimately resulted in an FBI investigation.  10 

Q You've --  11 

BY MR. EMMER:  12 

Q How would you describe the growth in reimbursements in April 2020?  13 

A I don't think I can explain it because, as I mentioned before, applications come in, but 14 

that doesn't mean a claim comes in, because a claim cannot come in until after the month ends.  So I 15 

don't feel like I can explain claims coming in in April simply because I don't remember seeing claims 16 

coming in in April.  17 

Q And I don't have your prior testimony in front of me.  I just recall reading that the 18 

characterization was astronomical.  I don't know if you can elaborate on that and maybe correct --  19 

A Sure.  20 

Q -- where I was going with that.   21 

A Sure.  I would still categorize the claim growth as astronomical, but I did not start seeing 22 

the claims from Feeding Our Future until the summer into fall of 2020.   23 

Q And that characterization or the -- when you noticed those numbers and you compared 24 

them to the Minneapolis school district, would that have warranted alerting the Commissioner or the 25 
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Governor's Office?  1 

A Well, I don't remember if it was Minneapolis or not as the school district that we 2 

compared to.  I wouldn't necessarily say so, because, again, the Federal regulations give us certain 3 

tools.  So we tried to use those tools, and, again, they failed, which, ultimately, the reporting, per the 4 

Federal requirements, is to report to the Office of Inspector General.  5 

BY MR. FURLA:  6 

Q So recent reporting -- not recent, but previous reporting about some of your testimony 7 

has said that you believe that a lot -- well, you stated that some of the responsibility for detecting 8 

and preventing fraud falls to sponsors like Feeding Our Future.  Is it normal within the rest of the 9 

Minnesota State Government to outsource verification to a third-party nonprofit not under control of 10 

the State Government?  11 

A I can't speak to the other programs other than child nutrition.  12 

Q Did you agree with the policy to outsource some of those verification processes?  13 

A Well, the policy is from the Federal regulations of the guidelines that -- and guidelines 14 

that govern this program.  I don't feel that I had a feeling one way or another on it prior to Feeding 15 

Our Future.  16 

Q Did you have any specific concerns about allowing a third party to provide that 17 

verification?  18 

A In general, no.  19 

Q If you did, would you have raised those concerns to anybody above you at MDE?  20 

A I might have if that was the case.  I would say that I would first raise the concerns to the 21 

USDA who makes the regulations.   22 

Q On June 30, 2020, Feeding Our Future and MDE entered into an agreement allowing it 23 

to receive reimbursements for claimed SFSP meals and snacks.  Were you involved in making this 24 

agreement?  25 
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A I'm not sure what the agreement is.  Are you speaking to an application or a separate 1 

agreement?   2 

Q I'm referring to page 84 of the OLA report.   3 

A Oh, yes, I know what this is.   4 

Mr. Rybicki.  Can you wait one second?   5 

Mr. Furla.  Yes, of course. 6 

BY MR. FURLA:  7 

Q Were you involved in making this agreement?  8 

A I do not believe that I was.  9 

Q Would making this agreement concern you since MDE would've already known that 10 

Feeding Our Future had fraud concerns at that time?  11 

A No, I disagree.  I don't know -- I can't say that we had frauds concerns prior to that 12 

timeframe.  Had concerns around certain sites and how waivers were being used, yes.  But, to say it 13 

was fraud at that point, I cannot agree to that.  And I do agree that entering into this agreement 14 

followed normal process that we would take with a new sponsor in a certain program.  15 

Q So, if you said -- you just said that you would not agree that what you saw was fraud at 16 

that point.  Would you consider those some of the irregularities that you discussed earlier?  17 

A Yes, and during COVID, nothing was normal.  I think I had answered to that before as 18 

well.  19 

Q Did you raise concerns about this to anybody within MDE?  20 

A When you say "this," are you meaning the June 30th agreement?   21 

Q Yes.   22 

A No, I do not believe that I did.  23 

Q Do you know if anybody within the Attorney General's Office or the Governor's Office 24 

would've been made aware of this agreement?  25 
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A I don't know, and I highly doubt it.   1 

Q So, when Feeding Our Future applied to be a part of SFSP, they self-attested that they 2 

were tax exempt.  The IRS revoked that tax-exempt status on February 15, 2020, and posted this 3 

revocation on their website on May 11, 2020.  This is in reference to page 83 for the OLA report.  Are 4 

you familiar with this?  5 

A Yes.  I do not agree with how it is worded, though.  6 

Q Why do you disagree?  7 

A I disagree with your statement of the self-attestation.  Although Feeding Our Future 8 

does self -- or give us the information from their tax-exempt status, our staff as part of the 9 

application process do check that.  At this time, we were using, I believe it was called GuideStar at 10 

the time.  I believe it's changed its name to Candid, if I remember correctly.  And Feeding Our 11 

Future's tax-exempt status was checked, and it was active.   12 

My second disagreement to how the OLA has this worded -- or is to how the OLA has this 13 

worded; although the tax-exempt status was reinstated, during COVID the IRS website was not up to 14 

date.  It was significantly backlogged.  And so the dates that the OLA, I believe, looked at well after 15 

the fact had been posted but were not posted in the timeframe that actually happened, if that -- I 16 

hope that makes sense.   17 

Q Do you know if MDE staff checked to verify if Feeding Our Future was still tax exempt?  18 

A It is my understanding that MDE staff checked the tax-exempt status through, again, 19 

GuideStar or Candid prior to the signing of the summer food service program agreement.   20 

Q Was it always MDE's policy to verify the IRS tax-exempt status of an organization when 21 

it was applying to be a CACFP or SFSP sponsor program?  22 

A Yes, I believe so.  23 

Q And would you say that -- do you know if MDE staff verified that for every single 24 

applicant?  25 
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A Yes, I believe so.  1 

BY MR. FALCONE:  2 

Q Given that you said that the IRS' website had a backlog during that period, and so they 3 

were not up to date, did MDE, whether in this instance or any instances during that period, make 4 

another attempt to contact the IRS directly to get information about the tax-exempt status of an 5 

organization?  6 

A No, and I believe we wouldn't because it wouldn't make sense to.  When we check and a 7 

status is there, that doesn't raise a concern for us to further investigate the legitimacy of an IRS 8 

website.  9 

Q But you were aware at the time that there was a backlog so that information could be 10 

outdated?  11 

A I wouldn't agree with that.  I would say that, again, during COVID there was a lot of 12 

backlog in Federal systems, among others.  The backlog itself didn't cause a concern necessarily, no.  13 

Q Would it have been helpful for -- if the IRS was aware that Feeding Our Future was 14 

participating in the USDA food nutrition program, would it have been helpful for the IRS to make you 15 

aware that they had come out of compliance?  16 

A Oh, well, it could have if it was timely enough.  Yeah, I guess I'll just leave my answer 17 

there.  It could have if it was timely.  18 

Q And would that generally help your compliance efforts at the State level?  19 

A Well, the reason I said it could if it was timely is if the IRS revokes a status of an 20 

organization participating in these programs -- I'm assuming your question to be that they would 21 

have some sort of notification system to us.  So, yes, that could be helpful because it would be more 22 

prompt, but, again, I don't know if it necessarily changes anything.  23 

BY MR. FURLA:  24 

Q Ms. Honer, earlier you mentioned -- we were discussing an administrative review.  Do 25 
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you know if MDE conducted more than one administrative review of Feeding Our Future?   1 

A I don't know specifically of a formal administrative review, but I will say that, during the 2 

March 2021 serious deficiency letter that I wrote, I had mentioned before, I added a piece in there of 3 

we are stopping your payments until we can collect documentation.  We were following the 4 

administrative review guidelines of what documentation we were collecting.  We followed up to 5 

Feeding Our Future with a guidance document saying what documents we wanted.  And so I think 6 

that it could be categorized that we were following our tools from the administrative review at that 7 

time as well.  8 

Q And would you say that that administrative review began around August of 2020?  9 

A No.  The administrative review records that I was referring to would've been after 10 

March 2021, so no.  11 

Q Are you familiar with any sort of administrative review or process known as that or 12 

would've been effectively the same thing beginning in August of 2020?  13 

A Well, based on your question, August would have been summer food program.  And so 14 

the summer food programming conducting an administrative review, they could have.  And I want to 15 

clarify that my pause here is an administrative review is a pretty set amount of things that are looked 16 

at.  It's a pretty strict process.  There are other types of reviews, including preapproval, follow-up, 17 

special reviews.  So I'm answering the question to the administrative review portion.  18 

Q And do you know if that review was ever completed?  19 

A I'm not even sure what review exactly you're talking about, so I can't speak to that.   20 

Q I can point you to it.  Page 84 of the OLA report.   21 

A So, to answer your question, again, I don't specifically know, no.  22 

Q Do you remember sending -- are you aware of a letter that was sent to Aimee Bock on 23 

September 28, 2020, regarding specific budget requests related to Feeding Our Future's upcoming 24 

2021 budget submission?  25 
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A I don't specifically recall it, no.   1 

Mr. Furla.  I would like to introduce Majority Exhibit No. 3, marked at Bates No. MDE 16183. 2 

   [Honer Majority Exhibit No. 3    was marked for identification.]   3 

BY MR. FURLA: 4 

Q Are you familiar with this letter?  5 

A It appears -- yes, I am familiar with it.   6 

Q Would you have assisted -- or did you approve this letter in any way?  Did you 7 

contribute to it?  8 

A I believe that I contributed to it and approved it.  9 

Q The letter states, "Additionally, in reviewing your 2021 budget compared to your 2020 10 

budget, we identify there continues to be no dedicated accounting or financial staff within the 11 

organization.  Please provide support on how financials are managed and internal controls over the 12 

finances are managed."  Did I read that correctly?  13 

A Yes, I believe so.  14 

Q Was it a red flag in that Feeding Our Future did not have any accounting or financial 15 

staff?  16 

A I believe so, yes.  17 

Q Was that normal with other sponsors?  18 

A Generally speaking, I do not believe so.  19 

Q So, if that was a red flag, did you report those concerns to anybody at MDE?  20 

A Not that I specifically remember, but I do believe that these were concerns that were 21 

discussed and, again, with our team and including up to Monica Herrera.   22 

Q Do you know if Monica Herrera raised those concerns to Daron Korte or Mary Cathryn 23 

Ricker?  24 

A Not specifically.  25 
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Q The letter goes on to say, "Please provide justification as to how these sites have grown 1 

by this amount.  Additionally, based on the information you provided, the Safari Restaurant is 2 

projected to serve a comparable number of meals" --  3 

Mr. Rybicki.  Do you see where he is?   4 

Ms. Honer.  Yeah, I see the second paragraph here.   5 

BY MR. FURLA:  6 

Q Yes.  So I will point you directly to 16185:  "Projected to serve a comparable number of 7 

meals under CACFP At-Risk that the entire St. Paul Public School District provides under SFSP and 8 

NSLP/SBP.  Please explain how Safari Restaurant has this capacity to serve this number of meals, the 9 

need for please meals, and how the site is promoted."  Did I read that correctly?  10 

A It appears, so yes.  11 

Q So Safari Restaurant and the other restaurants listed below within those sites, those 12 

were some of the eight sites that were originally in dispute with the lawsuit.  Is that correct?  13 

A If, again, you're referring to the exhibit 2, and, again, I don't remember the details of the 14 

litigation hold, but if they were from the sites on that email, I do see some that are the same on both.   15 

Q So, while this letter seems to memorialize some of the concerns that MDE had about 16 

Feeding Our Future sites, you know, that they somehow provided the same number of meals as the 17 

entire St. Paul Public School District, did you report these findings to anybody above you at MDE?  18 

A Again, the same answer as before, again, with the team and up to Monica Herrera and 19 

were included in the concerns for our Office of Inspector General.  20 

Q Do you know if anybody in the State government working for the Governor's Office or 21 

the Attorney General was made aware of these findings at this time either?  22 

A I do not know that.  23 

Q So, in October 2020, MDE conducted some virtual visits at FOF sites.  Were you involved 24 

in any of those virtual visits?  25 
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A I do not believe so.   1 

BY MR. FALCONE:  2 

Q Just one question to help us understand generally the letter process. When MDE sends a 3 

letter, is there up to a certain level that a MDE employee, even if they didn't directly work on the 4 

letter, they are made aware that a letter on behalf of MDE is sent to a sponsor?  5 

A There is not a threshold that I know of.   6 

Q So letters that were sent would -- would it be often -- or let me rephrase.  Would there 7 

be instances where letters are sent that Daron Korte or Mary Cathryn Ricker are not aware of?  8 

A I can agree with that, yes.   9 

Q Okay.  Thank you.   10 

Mr. Emmer.  We can go off the record. 11 

[Discussion off the record.] 12 

Mr. Emmer.  We can go on the record.   13 

Mr. Silverblatt.  If you just give me a moment.   14 

You were asked about conversations with the IRS or verification with the IRS.  Did your office 15 

ever have any discussions with the IRS about FOF?   16 

Ms. Honer.  Oh, yes.  I called the IRS, and I mentioned that before that I had called the IRS.  I 17 

did call and I had a conversation with the IRS agent specifically about Feeding Our Future, because I 18 

was trying to understand how their tax-exempt status could be reinstated so quickly.  I don't feel the 19 

IRS agent gave me much information, but when I explained the reimbursement they were getting, 20 

the IRS agent, I don't remember how he explained it, but basically said, that's not possible with what 21 

was filed.   22 

BY MR. EMMER:  23 

Q And what was the time period that that call would've taken place?  24 

A I believe it was in the beginning of 2021.  It had to have been after January '21 when we 25 
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issued the serious deficiency and got corrective action back.  Yeah.   1 

Q And it was just one call with the IRS, or did you have a series of calls with the IRS 2 

thereafter?  3 

A To my memory, it was just one call with the IRS.  I should say, one call that I actually 4 

spoke to someone.   5 

BY MR. FALCONE:  6 

Q But did they provide you all the information you requested within that call?   7 

A No.  I ended up filling out a request for information and sent that to the IRS.  I don't 8 

remember if it was right before the call or right after the call, but soon around.  And to my 9 

recollection, I did not get a response from the IRS until after the investigation went public.   10 

Mr. Emmer.  We can go off the record.  11 

[Recess.]12 
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[2:04 p.m.] 1 

.  We'll go on the record.  It's 2:04. 2 

BY : 3 

Q Thank you, Ms. Honer.  We just had a few questions regarding the structure of the 4 

program.   5 

In the previous hours, you've mentioned the responsibility of the sponsors in the two child 6 

nutrition programs.  And is Feeding Our Future the typical -- prior to COVID, was Feeding Our Future 7 

the typical organization that participated in these programs, that were sponsors in these programs?  8 

A So, no.  The typical sponsor across the child nutrition programs, in my experience, has 9 

been schools.  10 

Q Schools.  And schools that are typically vetted and audited, so you can expect they could 11 

handle the responsibilities that come with being sponsors?  Would that be correct to say?  12 

A I would not necessarily put them exactly together.  I will say that I agree that schools, at 13 

least, again, in my experience in the school structure of Minnesota, have varying degrees of checks 14 

and balances.  But I wouldn't necessarily say that's exactly what makes them a good sponsor or not.  15 

Q So what you would say makes them a good spon- -- like, good sponsors?  16 

A Well, I would say, I generally believe that any organization that is operating programs to 17 

feed kids healthy, nutritious meals is a good sponsor so long as they are following the compliance of 18 

the regulations of those programs.  I wouldn't break it down as a good sponsor is necessarily a school 19 

or a nonprofit or outside of that.  20 

Q So, prior to COVID, you said most of the sponsors were predominantly schools?  21 

A Yes, in terms of all of the child nutrition programs.  22 

Q What about, were there any other types of sponsors outside of, like, the schools that -- 23 

where children were fed? 24 

A Well, in the school program, schools, of course, can only be a sponsor in that program.   25 
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In the other programs, such as Child and Adult Care Food Program and the Summer Food 1 

Service Program, sponsors can be independent childcare centers.  They can be nonprofit 2 

organizations; governmental entities, such as a county or city government.  For-profit childcare 3 

corporations, if they meet certain standards, could be a sponsor.  Yes.  4 

Q And so, in COVID, did you get more Feeding Our Future-type organizations, or was it --  5 

A No, not necessarily.  6 

Q Okay.   7 

And so Feeding Our Future, is it the type of organization that -- what would make Feeding Our 8 

Future be a type of organization that you can -- would be a sponsor, in a sense, and allow them to 9 

sponsor more organizations in the post-COVID time?   10 

A Well --  11 

Q Sorry, not "sponsor."  Just more sites.   12 

A Sure.   13 

So what I think Feeding Our Future -- the type of sponsor that they were being able to 14 

sponsor more sites was, they were a type of sponsor called a "sponsor of legally unaffiliated sites."  15 

Therefore, sponsors, whether COVID or not, of legally unaffiliated sites can add more.  There is no 16 

Federal regulation limiting that.  17 

Q But that -- the size that Feeding Our Future was, the number sites, wasn't typical prior to 18 

COVID?  19 

A No, I would disagree.  I --  20 

Mr. Silverblatt.  Sorry.  Are you asking, is the number after COVID different than the number 21 

before COVID? 22 

BY : 23 

Q Yeah.  So, like, the type of -- I think, the type of organization that sponsor -- that Feeding 24 

Our Future was, they were able to get a lot of sites in the COVID waivers.  Do you -- did you see that 25 
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previously, pre-COVID?  1 

A Oh, I see.  No.  And, again, to quote my answer from before, I don't believe there had at 2 

any time been growth to that nature. 3 

Q Okay. 4 

BY :   5 

Q Just returning to one thing that came up in the last hour, we talked about 6 

self-attestation.  And I was curious if there were times, based on your compliance experience, where 7 

that's actually beneficial and why.   8 

A Well -- I'm trying to think through all of the types of self-attestation.   9 

For example, we ask sponsors to self-attest that they are going to follow the regulations, as 10 

part of the application.  That can be beneficial when, if that doesn't happen, we can go back to that 11 

as a point to say, "You said you were going to do this and didn't."  So that would be, I guess, an 12 

example of benefit.  13 

Q Understood.   14 

Zooming out, based on your testimony with us today, would you agree that you, the people 15 

that you reported to during your time at MDE, the people who have reported to you, have all taken 16 

fraud prevention very seriously? 17 

A I would agree with that.  18 

Q And would you agree that everyone took fraud prevention seriously even as Feeding 19 

Our Future was aggressively lobbying to prevent their funding being cut?  20 

A I would agree with that.  21 

Q To your knowledge, have FBI and DOJ very thoroughly investigated Feeding Our Future 22 

to this point?  23 

A That is my understanding.  24 

Q And based on your understanding, have there been upwards of 70 DOJ prosecutions 25 
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associated with Feeding Our Future, starting in 2022?  1 

A I guess I don't understand the exact legal language to use.  I understand that there has 2 

been over 70 charges.  I don't believe that there has been a full prosecution of each of those 70 3 

individuals.  4 

Q But 70 charges or indictments -- in other words, 70 cases of interest -- cases.   5 

A That I believe to be true, yes.  6 

.  We'll go off the record. 7 

[Recess.]Mr. Furla.  It is 2:12.  We're going on the record.   8 

BY MR. FURLA:   9 

Q Ms. Honer, just to go back to the last hour real quick, you said there were 70 cases of 10 

interest.  Were you familiar with any of the reporting about some of those cases?  11 

A To a degree.  I have seen some articles.  I have tried to stay away from most.   12 

Q Did you recognize any of the names?  13 

A In regards to what article?   14 

Q In regard to press releases or any of the cases. 15 

Basically, my question is, were you involved in the approval of any of the sites or 16 

organizations of people who were subsequently charged for fraud?  17 

A I guess I don't understand the question.  In relation to the press release?   18 

Q Just in general, when we talk about 70 of those cases of interest, just were you aware, 19 

of any of the specific sites or vendors or providers that you approved, do you know if any of them 20 

were subsequently charged?  21 

A I guess I don't recall specific applications that I approved.  And I would assume that, yes, 22 

I did know of the sites that were charged.  23 

Q Okay.  Thank you.   24 

In November 2020, Feeding Our Future filed their lawsuit against the Minnesota Department 25 
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of Education.  Do you know exactly what -- I know we talked about this a little bit earlier, so -- but 1 

just, you know, with the actual lawsuit, do you know what was claimed against MDE? 2 

A I have seen the lawsuit.  I don't remember exactly what's in there.  I believe there was 3 

quite a few points to that lawsuit.  4 

Q Would one of those points have been discriminatory practices?  5 

A Yes.  I believe I answered to that earlier.  6 

Q Making it disproportionately harder for minority communities to participate in the 7 

Federal programs?  8 

A Well, I don't agree with that statement, but I agree that that sounds like it was 9 

something that was in that lawsuit.  10 

Q But that claim was alleged against MDE?  11 

A To some nature, yes.  12 

Q So, like you just said, you disagree with the characterization of discrimination.  Why do 13 

you disagree with that?  14 

A I disagree with the characterization of discrimination as it was laid out in the lawsuit, 15 

from what I remember from the lawsuit, because, in my experience, MDE did not go through our 16 

process or procedures any differently depending on who a sponsor was serving.   17 

Q Were you aware if concerns of being called racist or Islamophobic had any influence in 18 

how MDE and the State handled the lawsuit?  19 

A Well, as I mentioned before, no one wants to be called racist, but I was not aware of 20 

concerns specifically to the Feeding Our Future lawsuit to that extent.  21 

Q Did anybody -- did Monica Herrera, did Daron Korte, did Mary Cathryn Ricker, did 22 

anybody -- did you hear of them mentioning any concerns about those allegations?  23 

A No, I did not.  24 

Q And I know -- do you know if anybody in the Governor's Office was briefed about this 25 
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lawsuit after it was filed?  1 

A No.  I believe I answered that before.  I do not have any knowledge of that.  2 

Q Do you know if anybody outside of MDE in the State government or the AG's Office 3 

made statements to you, anybody on your team, or anybody at MDE about these claims of racism or 4 

Islamophobia?   5 

Mr. Silverblatt.  I'm assuming you're talking about outside of any context of privileged 6 

conversations regarding the lawsuit?   7 

Mr. Furla.  Yes.   8 

Ms. Honer.  And are you asking if just anyone at all outside of MDE?   9 

Mr. Furla.  Anyone within the State government outside of MDE.   10 

Ms. Honer.  Okay.  I do not believe so. 11 

BY MR. FALCONE:   12 

Q If the Governor's Office were to be asked -- or, were to ask MDE for a briefing on this 13 

lawsuit, would you have been -- would someone in your position have been asked to help prepare 14 

information for such a briefing?  15 

A Possibly.  I don't know.  16 

Q And then, with such accusations that were made by Feeding Our Future in the lawsuit of 17 

racism and Islamophobia, beyond the desire not to be labeled as such and the social stigma, would 18 

there be any other repercussions that an MDE employee would face if they were found to be racist 19 

or Islamophobic?  20 

A So, if I understand your question correctly, what were the consequences if a staff person 21 

were to be found racist?   22 

Q Yes, and specifically as it pertained to how they treated Feeding Our Future or an 23 

organization providing services to the East African community.   24 

A So, to answer the first question, MDE and, my understanding is, across all of State of 25 
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Minnesota government agencies, there is no place for discrimination of any kind.  So, again, to 1 

answer that first question, the consequence if a staff person were to have been found acting in a 2 

racially discriminatory manner, yes, I believe those consequences are laid out in the various HR 3 

policies.   4 

Q Would that -- I'm sorry.  You were -- it feels like you were going to finish.  I'm sorry if I 5 

cut you off.   6 

A That's okay.  I don't remember, so -- 7 

Q Would that have involved an HR investigation?  8 

A It could have, yes.  9 

Q Could that have affected their potential for promotion or -- I'll leave it at that -- 10 

potential for promotion?  11 

A Well, to answer that, I feel, in understanding those HR policies, that if an individual is 12 

found -- if HR has substantiated that complaint, an individual would be terminated.  And if a 13 

complaint is not found to be substantiated, I do not think it would have an impact on their 14 

promotion, because it was not found to be valid.  15 

Q Okay. 16 

And just to be clear for the record, if they were found to have been acting racially 17 

discriminatory in the manner that you described, they would be terminated?  That would be the 18 

policy?  19 

A It is my understanding that that is the ultimate consequence of that policy. 20 

Q Okay. 21 

BY MR. FURLA:   22 

Q Were you ever instructed to stop investigating or reporting on Feeding Our Future after 23 

allegations of racism were made?  24 

A I was not.  25 
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Q Were you ever instructed to stop investigating or reporting on Feeding Our Future at 1 

any time after you first reported concerns of fraud?  2 

A I was not.  3 

Q On January 15th, 2021 -- and we discussed this a little bit earlier, but you -- MDE 4 

declared Feeding Our Future seriously deficient -- or, in serious deficiency.  This was due to the IRS's 5 

revocation of Feeding Our Future's nonprofit status and Feeding Our Future's noncompliance with 6 

Federal audit requirements.   7 

Is that correct? 8 

A Again, I don't remember the exact date, but that seems to be correct.  9 

Q Did a stop-pay occur at that time?  10 

A Not that I can recall.  11 

Q And just to make sure, the stop-pay, did that -- when did that occur?  12 

A My recollection is that the stop-pay occurred on March 31st, 2021, when we sent out 13 

the "serious deficiency" notice to Feeding Our Future.   14 

Q Did you believe a stop-pay was warranted at the January notice?  15 

A Not according to the Federal regulations.  16 

Q And based on your experience as a compliance professional, do you believe what you 17 

reviewed would have warranted a stop-pay at that time?  18 

A Again, compliance with the Federal regulations?  No.  19 

Q But based on your experience, if you were making a decision for what you thought was 20 

in the best interests of the organization -- or, in best interest of MDE, would you have initiated a 21 

stop-pay if you could?  22 

A Well, to answer that, I'll go back to the answers I had said before, is that I did everything 23 

within my authority, especially under these program regulations, to stop.  And I did have concerns, 24 

which prompted me to follow the path that I followed to get assistance.   25 
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But I need to follow program regulations if I'm going to put a stop-pay in place.  1 

Q Did program regulations prevent you from putting a stop-pay in place at that time?  2 

A I feel that they did.  3 

Q Why is that?  4 

A So, regarding the stop-pay -- and this is a problem that many States encounter.  And, 5 

actually, as I was invited to this interview today, I had another State specifically reach out and ask to 6 

mention this.   7 

The stop-pay regulations of the USDA Child and Adult Care Food Program do not allow State 8 

agencies to stop pay unless there is knowingly committed fraud.  The word "knowingly" is the barrier.   9 

Q So did you say that another State reached out to you about your interview today?  10 

A They saw that my name was on the invite list, yes.  11 

Q What State was that?  12 

A It was the State of Ohio.  13 

Q What were they asking about?  14 

A They didn't ask about anything.  They said along the lines:  We see this; we support; if 15 

you have the opportunity, can you champion for this?   16 

Q What division within the State of Ohio reached out to you?  17 

A I don't know the division's name.  18 

Ms. Wolfe.  Earlier, we had asked you if you had spoken with anyone outside of your counsel 19 

about this interview.  Is it fair to say that you spoke to the State of Ohio about this interview?   20 

Ms. Honer.  I would disagree.  I feel that my interview today was publicly posted; an individual 21 

spoke to me about that.   22 

Ms. Wolfe.  Thank you. 23 

BY MR. FURLA:   24 

Q Real quick, with the "serious deficiency," before we move on:  When a "serious 25 
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deficiency" status is made, within MDE, who would have to sign off on that?  Does that go to the 1 

commissioner?  2 

A To answer the first part of the question, who signs off on that, typically a supervisor.   3 

To answer the second part of the question of if a serious deficiency goes to the commissioner, 4 

no.  5 

Q Does it go to the assistant commissioner?  6 

A No, not always.  7 

Q So a "serious deficiency" usually stops at the supervisor level?  8 

A It can.  9 

Q Does it always?  10 

A No, not always.  11 

Q Do you know if anybody outside of MDE was reported within the Governor's Office or 12 

the AG's Office at the time the "serious deficiency" was sent out?   13 

Mr. Rybicki.  Can you repeat that?  I don't -- 14 

Mr. Furla.  Of course. 15 

Mr. Rybicki.  -- understand the question. 16 

BY MR. FURLA: 17 

Q At the time that the "serious deficiency" status was sent out, do you know if anybody 18 

within the Governor's Office or within the AG's Office were notified at that time?  19 

A So, without getting into privileged information, the Attorney General's Office was 20 

representing us in the lawsuit of Feeding Our Future, and there could have been discussions there.  21 

Q Let's say, just in general, when a "serious deficiency" status is established, would the 22 

Attorney General's Office be notified, generally?  Or do you think that would've just happened 23 

because there was active litigation going on?  24 

A I understand that, if they knew about that, it was because of the active litigation.  25 
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Q Thank you.   1 

Do you know when -- would you say that about on March 9th or around early March 2021, it 2 

was announced that Mary Cathryn Ricker would be resigning as the commissioner of MDE?  Is that -- 3 

would you say that's accurate?  4 

A I don't remember the date, but if that's -- that could've been.  5 

Q Does March 2021 sound right to you?  6 

A I honestly thought it was earlier, but if -- I don't remember the actual date.  7 

Q If you thought it was earlier, do you have an idea of when?  8 

A I would have put my best guess around the end of 2020.  9 

Q When did you find out that Ms. Ricker was leaving MDE?  10 

A I don't recall.  11 

Q Do you know why she left her role as commissioner?  12 

A I do not specifically know why she left her role as commissioner.  13 

Q Did anybody within MDE tell you why they believed Mary Cathryn Ricker left her role as 14 

commissioner?  15 

A No.  16 

Q Do you know if her departure from MDE was in any way related to Feeding Our Future 17 

or the FBI's investigation?  18 

A I do not know, but I highly doubt it. 19 

BY MR. FALCONE:   20 

Q Did her departure come as a surprise to you? 21 

A Not that I can remember one way or another.   22 

Q Was it -- do you recall any thoughts you had or any expectations you had of her 23 

departure prior to when it was announced? 24 

A No, not that I can remember.   25 
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Q Is it fair to say, up until my colleague referenced the March date, that you had thought it 1 

was 2020? 2 

A That's what I had mentioned -- or, stated before, yes.   3 

Q Just want to make that clear for the record. 4 

BY MR. FURLA:   5 

Q So, moving forward, on March 29th -- around March 29th, 2021, MDE initiated a process 6 

to terminate Feeding Our Future's CACFP sponsorship.  MDE stated that the "serious deficiency" 7 

issued on January 15, 2021, had not been fully corrected.   8 

Does that sound accurate to you?  9 

A Yes.  I believe I provided information about that before.  I don't remember the specific 10 

date, but that could be correct.  11 

Q And, at that time, was that when a stop-pay was initiated against Feeding Our Future?  12 

A No.  The date that you are referencing of the proposed termination was a result of the 13 

"serious deficiency" issued in January.  There was a second "serious deficiency" issued on 14 

March 31st.  That "serious deficiency" included the stop-pay.  15 

Q Thank you for confirming.   16 

In April of 2021, MDE provided information to the FBI regarding fraud suspicions with Feeding 17 

Our Future and sites under its sponsorship.   18 

Were you involved in making any of these reports?  19 

A So, as I stated before, I do not feel that I made the initial call to the FBI, but I do feel that 20 

I was involved with, to my understanding, the majority of the phone calls and meetings with the FBI.  21 

Q But would you say that your work and review of Feeding Our Future's submissions and 22 

other documentation was part of the reports to the FBI?  23 

A I would agree with that, yes.  24 

Q Aside from you, do you remember who else at MDE was involved in making these 25 
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reports?  1 

A I believe Monica Herrera, and that is about it.  2 

Q To make a report to a Federal agency like the FBI, would Monica Herrera have had to 3 

have that approved by a higher-up at MDE? 4 

A I'm not sure. 5 

Mr. Silverblatt.  What do you mean by "make a report"? 6 

BY MR. FURLA:  7 

Q To -- like, the reports that we're referring to in April of 2021, do you know if Monica 8 

Herrera would've had to have sought approval to make that report to the FBI?   9 

Mr. Silverblatt.  So updates you're talking about, essentially?   10 

Mr. Furla.  Yes.   11 

Ms. Honer.  Oh, I'm sorry.  No, I don't believe so. 12 

BY MR. FURLA:   13 

Q And just to confirm, do you know the exact basis of the April 2021 reports to the FBI?  14 

A When you asked that question of specifically in April, are you talking about in general 15 

any of the meetings we had or one of the first meetings?   16 

Q Were those a result of a culmination of everything you reviewed so far with Feeding Our 17 

Future, or was there a specific event or a specific submission or any sort of documentation you 18 

received that would've warranted making that report in April?  19 

A Oh, I see.   20 

Mr. Silverblatt.  I'm just --  21 

Mr. Rybicki.  I don't -- 22 

Mr. Silverblatt.  I'm confused, because she testified earlier that she doesn't know who 23 

contacted the FBI originally.  So, when we're talking about "report," I just want to make sure -- 24 

"report" sounds like making a report to the FBI.   25 
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Mr. Furla.  Of course.  I can rephrase. 1 

BY MR. FURLA: 2 

Q In those meetings that you were a part of, where your work was discussed and 3 

eventually made into a report with the FBI, do you know if that was a culmination of everything your 4 

office had reviewed or if it was about a specific event or submission?  5 

A So, in talking with the FBI about our concerns -- I just want to clarify, I did not have a 6 

paper, official report.  But what was discussed with the FBI was a culmination of the concerns that I 7 

had seen.  8 

Q So, on April 13th, 2021, Feeding Our Future filed another motion in Ramsey County 9 

District Court.   10 

Were you familiar with the second phase of this lawsuit around this time?  11 

A Not that I can specifically remember, but I feel like I was involved with the lawsuit.  12 

Q Do you know if it was about MDE's decision to stop payment?  13 

A Not that I can specifically remember, but it could have been because of the timeframe.  14 

Q Do you remember if the judge actually issued a final ruling in that case?  15 

A The judge -- and I just want to clarify if you are still speaking to the stop-pay issue.  16 

Right?   17 

Q Yes.   18 

A So it's my understanding that the judge did not make a final ruling on the stop-pay.  19 

Q And with the stop-pay, the court determined that that was actually outside the 20 

jurisdiction.  Does that sound right to you?  21 

A That sounds correct.  22 

Q But the judge did, to quote him, say that that was a "real problem," though, right?   23 

A I'm not sure what the judge was referring to in that partial statement.  Are you 24 

referencing the stop-pay in general or the fact that Feeding Our Future did not have that included in 25 
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their legal case?   1 

Q Just, do you remember if the judge made a remark such as saying, you know, "This is a 2 

real problem"? -- this is based on reporting from the case -- if the judge called the stop-pay a 3 

problem or characterized it in a similar manner?  Does that sound familiar to you? 4 

A It sounds familiar.  5 

Q Did the judge's characterization of this stop-pay cause some people, including 6 

potentially the Governor, to think the court had ruled that MDE must actually continue paying 7 

Feeding Our Future?  8 

A I don't know.  I did not talk to the Governor about this.  9 

Q Moving forward, after this hearing, since the judge did not, you know, issue a final 10 

ruling, are you aware of what happened next?  Do you know if MDE and Feeding Our Future engaged 11 

in some sort of negotiations after this hearing?  12 

A Just to clarify, are you speaking about negotiations outside of the legal proceedings?   13 

Q Yes, to decide on whether or not the stop-pay would continue or not.   14 

A I do not have knowledge -- or, at least, do not remember anything of that.  15 

Q Moving forward to June 2021, Minnesota Senator Omar Fateh, who you testified you 16 

spoke to earlier, said that he met with Governor Walz's office earlier that year to discuss the stop 17 

payments to Feeding Our Future.  In that meeting, he asked if there was evidence, concerns, or 18 

suspicions of fraud, and Governor Walz's office told him that there was zero evidence, that nothing 19 

was there.   20 

Do you recall hearing about a meeting between Fateh and the Governor?  21 

A I do not.  22 

Q Would Governor Walz's office have any reason to tell Senator Fateh that there was no 23 

evidence of fraud in the food programs in 2021?  24 

A I can't speak for the Governor's Office.  25 



  

  

124 

Q Did MDE ever contact Governor Walz's office detailing concerns of fraud prior to June 1 

2021?  2 

A Not to my knowledge.  3 

Q Did Governor Walz's office reach out to MDE prior to June 2021 regarding concerns 4 

about fraud?  5 

A Not to my knowledge.  6 

Q In an interview with a Minnesota newspaper, Governor Walz claimed that he was 7 

verbally briefed about suspicious activity in the Feeding Our Future program in April or early May of 8 

2020.   9 

Did MDE brief Governor Walz's office on Feeding Our Future during those months?  10 

A I don't know.  I was not part of those conversations if they happened.  11 

Q Governor Walz's office later misspoke -- or said that Governor Walz misspoke and that 12 

he found out when Feeding Our Future filed their lawsuit against MDE in November 2020.   13 

Do you know if Governor Walz's office was made aware of this lawsuit at that point?  14 

A I don't know.  I did not have that conversation.  15 

Q So would Governor Walz have known about the fraud when he told Senator Fateh that 16 

there was no evidence of fraud in 2021?   17 

A Well, going back to my answers, I don't have knowledge of that.  18 

Q To your knowledge, between June 2021 and January 2022, was the FBI actively 19 

investigating Feeding Our Future through the reports it had received from MDE?  20 

A I believe that the FBI was investigating during that timeframe, and I believe that our 21 

information, documentation was part of that.  I don't know if it was -- I forget how you characterized 22 

it, but I don't believe it was the only piece of their investigation.  23 

Q On January -- oh, pardon me.  I misspoke.   24 

Were you aware of any instructions from the FBI to not disclose the existence of their 25 
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investigation of Feeding Our Future for its State court lawsuit?  1 

A Can you repeat that again?   2 

Q Were you aware of any instructions from the FBI to you or any officials at MDE to not 3 

disclose the existence of the FBI's investigation into Feeding Our Future?  4 

A I would answer to that:  During that timeframe, I received a subpoena for information 5 

that included a confidentiality notice of sorts.  So that is what I will refer to in saying "yes."  But exact 6 

instructions on how, I do not recall receiving from the FBI.  7 

Q Do you remember who that subpoena notice came from?  8 

A I believe it was the FBI, or it could've been the U.S. Attorney's Office.  One of those two.  9 

Q On January 20th, 2022, the FBI executed search warrants at Feeding Our Future's office 10 

and several other locations affiliated with the nonprofit organization.  At that point, MDE terminated 11 

Feeding Our Future's participation in both the CACFP and the SFSP.   12 

Is that accurate to you?  13 

A Yes.  We initiated those terminations, yes.  14 

Q So did it really take the FBI's involvement to finally remove Feeding Our Future's ability 15 

to participate in Federal programs through MDE?  16 

A Yes, it did.  17 

Q But hadn't you and your office been aware of these concerns for almost 2 years at that 18 

point?  19 

A And I have answered before, I have acted within my authority of the Federal 20 

regulations, and the Federal regulations are barriers to stopping sponsors when States have 21 

concerns. 22 

Q Did the Federal regulations allow you to move on those terminations before January 23 

20th, 2022?   24 

A No, I do not believe that they did.  25 
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Q On January 27th, 2022, the Ramsey County District Court issued an order dismissing the 1 

case Feeding Our Future had filed against MDE.   2 

After the case was dismissed, was that the last you heard of Feeding Our Future through your 3 

job at MDE?  4 

A It is not.  5 

Q Were there any other ongoing matters with them after the court case was dismissed?  6 

A Yes.   7 

So, as you had mentioned the date of January 20th, 2022, in initiating the termination, we still 8 

had to provide appeal rights.  So there was an appeal after that date.  I don't remember when that 9 

was.   10 

And then, of course, the Federal prosecution of these individuals and charges; my 11 

involvement with Feeding Our Future to some degree, obviously, as a witness in those cases.   12 

And it's my understanding the Minnesota Department of Education sued Aimee Bock and 13 

Feeding Our Future.  I believe it was as part of the dissolution of their organization.  And I have 14 

submitted declarations -- at least one declaration for that lawsuit.  15 

Q But aside from the appeal process or any sort of subsequent prosecution, but within 16 

your specific role at MDE, were you -- were there any new sites, any new applications, was there 17 

anything -- any new matters that they brought to your office after the court case was dismissed?  18 

A Are you asking, that Feeding Our Future brought to our office?   19 

Q Yes.  Was Feeding Our Future's interaction with your office for any new matters 20 

regarding potential -- their business, was that completely done after January 20th, 2022?  21 

A I believe so.  22 

Q Thank you.   23 

Do you know what the policy is of the Minnesota Department of Education for employees 24 

reporting concerns about fraud?  25 



  

  

127 

A Well, I don't have it memorized by heart, but generally concerns of fraud, there's 1 

multiple ways to report.   2 

And so the policy, as it stands today, it's my understanding, to, if you're comfortable, bring it 3 

to your supervisor or the general counsel.  And we now have the Minnesota Department of 4 

Education Office of Inspector General that complaints can go to, as well as the Office of Legislative 5 

Auditor or other agencies as the program sees fit, if there are concerns.  6 

Q Do you know what sorts of information MDE provides to employees about their rights as 7 

a potential whistleblower?   8 

A I do not.  9 

Ms. Wolfe.  Sorry.  Just to clarify, you mentioned MDE's new Office of the Inspector General.  10 

Can you remind me when that was created?   11 

Ms. Honer.  No, because I don't remember the exact date.  But it was within the past 2 or 3 12 

years of legislative cycles that that was created.   13 

Ms. Wolfe.  Thank you. 14 

BY MR. FALCONE: 15 

Q And just to clarify, you do not -- you said you do not know what sorts of information 16 

MDE provides to employees about their whistleblower rights.  Is that information easily accessible or 17 

voluntarily provided to an employee? 18 

A I don't know because I've never searched for it.  So I just don't know how to answer that 19 

question. 20 

Q Do you recall, when you began at MDE, if you received any information about your 21 

rights as a whistleblower? 22 

A I do not recall. 23 

Q Okay. 24 

BY MR. FURLA: 25 
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Q We have heard from whistleblowers, not necessarily from MDE, but about State 1 

employees facing retaliation from political appointees and other high-level figures within the 2 

administration.   3 

Were you aware of any sort of retaliation against MDE employees by their superiors or 4 

management or anyone else in the State government or even contracted by the State government 5 

with regard to reporting fraud?  6 

A I have not been.  7 

Q Were you aware of any MDE employees who were retaliated against for trying to report 8 

specifically on Feeding Our Future?  9 

A I have not.  10 

Q Did you ever have worries about reporting about the irregularities and potential fraud 11 

you saw?  12 

A I did not.  13 

Q Did you ever feel like your coworkers or superiors would've been upset with you for 14 

reporting this fraud?  15 

A No, I did not feel that way.  16 

Q Did anyone from the Governor's Office contact you about your choice to report fraud?   17 

A No.  18 

Q Did you ever feel threatened by anybody within MDE or within the State government 19 

about your choice to report fraud concerns?  20 

A No.  21 

Q Did you ever receive a financial incentive for reporting on instances of fraud?  22 

A No, I did not.  23 

Q Do you know if MDE ever hired outside investigators to investigate their employees?  24 

A I do not know that.  25 
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Q Do you know if they hired outside law firms?  1 

A I do not know that.  2 

Q Did you ever interact with Hylden Advocacy & Law in the course of your employment 3 

with MDE?  4 

A Yes.  5 

Q What was the nature of that interaction?   6 

Mr. Silverblatt.  Was this a privileged interaction?   7 

Ms. Honer.  It was not.   8 

Mr. Silverblatt.  You can go ahead and answer.   9 

Ms. Honer.  My interaction with Hylden Law & Advocacy, I think -- I just knew them as 10 

Hylden -- I believe that they had represented a site that I don't remember the details around but we 11 

had taken action against. 12 

BY MR. FURLA: 13 

Q What were your specific interactions with them?  14 

A I believe my interactions, as I can recall, was providing information around the action 15 

and the program.  And there may have been an appeal that they were part of as well, but I don't 16 

recall specifically.  17 

Q Do you know what the specific MDE action was?  18 

A I do not.  I do not, no.  19 

Q Do you know of anybody else at MDE who was interacting with Hylden Law & Advocacy?  20 

A Not specifically, no.  21 

Q Are you aware if anybody else in the State government interacted with Hylden Law & 22 

Advocacy?  23 

A I am not aware.  24 

Q Did you ever interact with Wiley Reber Law firm? 25 
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A Not that I can recall.  1 

Q Were you aware of anybody else at MDE interacting with Wiley Reber Law firm?  2 

A No.  3 

Q Anybody else in the State government interacting with Wiley Reber Law firm?  4 

A No.  5 

Q Did you ever interact with Ratwik, Roszak & Maloney?  6 

A Not that I can recall.  7 

Q Were you aware of anyone at MDE interacting with Ratwik, Roszak & Maloney?  8 

A I do not. 9 

Mr. Silverblatt.  Can you say that name one more time?   10 

Mr. Furla.  Yes.  Ratwik -- would you like me to spell that for the record?   11 

The Reporter.  Sure.   12 

Mr. Furla.  R-a-t-w-i-c-k (sic); Roszak, R-o-s-z-a-k; Maloney, M-a-l-o-n-e-y.   13 

Mr. Rybicki.  That was a "no"?   14 

Ms. Honer.  No.  I don't know who they are. 15 

BY MR. FURLA: 16 

Q Were you aware of anybody else within the State government interacting with that 17 

firm?  18 

A Not that I'm aware of.  19 

Q Were you ever instructed to mislead regulators or law enforcement about MDE in 20 

general or the Feeding Our Future case?  21 

A I was not.  22 

Q Did you ever feel like you had to hide the truth to keep your job from MDE?  23 

A I did not.  24 

Q Okay.   25 
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So just moving on a little bit to discuss, kind of, how MDE collected and reviewed data.   1 

Yes or no, is accurate data important for informing public policy decisions?  2 

A Yes.  3 

Q Do you think the Walz administration's MDE presented accurate data throughout the 4 

pandemic about MDE and Feeding Our Future's involvement in the Federal nutrition programs?  5 

A Yes.  6 

Q Do you think the Walz administration's MDE was fully transparent during the pandemic 7 

about its internal processes and procedures to detect and prevent fraud by sponsor programs such as 8 

Feeding Our Future?  9 

A Yes.   10 

Q Did anyone at MDE ever ask you to redact data or information before it was published?  11 

A Not outside the general data-practices procedures, in which someone in our legal office 12 

would oversee that.  13 

Q Were you familiar with any of those general redaction practices?  14 

A My understanding is that if there is PII of a student or child, that is redacted, or 15 

privileged information.  Outside of that, I do not know.  16 

Q Did you ever redact documents containing public data?  17 

A I don't believe I have ever redacted a document that I can recall.  18 

Q Do you know if any of MDE's redaction policies have been updated since you started in 19 

May 2019 to today?  20 

A I do not know that.  21 

Q So, earlier, you brought up how the Attorney General's Office was going to assist MDE in 22 

their lawsuit against Feeding Our Future.   23 

Public reporting alleged that the Attorney General, Keith Ellison, met with Feeding Our Future 24 

defendants around December 2021.   25 
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Do you have any knowledge of this reporting?  1 

A I saw the report, I believe, as a headline.  I don't have any knowledge further than that.  2 

Q Did anybody say anything to you about that reporting within MDE?  3 

A I don't believe so.  4 

Q Did anybody in the State government outside of MDE say anything to you about that 5 

reporting?  6 

A I don't believe so.  7 

Q And do you know anything else about it aside from just knowing that there's reporting 8 

on it?  9 

A I do not.  10 

BY MS. WOLFE: 11 

Q Ms. Honer, we've talked a lot about the complications in Federal regulations today and, 12 

you know, how your office would overcome them.   13 

You know, in your professional opinion, what are some legislative recommendations that you 14 

would have for us on how to prevent fraud on the front end?  15 

A Yes.  So my recommendations -- I'd first like to say that the USDA issued a proposed rule 16 

on "serious deficiency" in which Minnesota Department of Education made public comments 17 

through the commenting process.  And so I would like just to refer to that as well.   18 

But having authority for States to stop payment when there are concerns, that is probably the 19 

biggest area.   20 

And I would also say, in my opinion, to revamp the "serious deficiency" process.  Because, as 21 

it is right now and as it stands with the proposed rule, it seems to be a continuous loop of corrective 22 

action versus States being able to remove bad actors when we find them. 23 

Q When you say "revamp," what would that look like, in your mind?   24 

A In my mind -- and I'd also just like to say for this answer, State agencies across the 25 
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Nation have attorneys typically dedicated to these programs because they are so complex, and I 1 

think they might have a lot more to offer in a legal sense than I might.   2 

But the "serious deficiency" process, in general, is extremely complicated and differs from 3 

situation type to another.  For example, a sponsor submitting information on a renewal application 4 

versus a sponsor who has been just approved for their application operating, the regulations differ.   5 

And so alignment of those regulations and making them less complex, I believe, is the biggest 6 

part of protecting this program. 7 

BY MR. FURLA: 8 

Q So, Ms. Honer, earlier, we discussed exhibit 3.  It was a letter that was sent to Aimee 9 

Bock on September 28th, 2020. 10 

In that letter, it discusses, "The Safari Restaurant is projected to serve a comparable number 11 

of meals under CACFP At-Risk that the entire St. Paul Public School District provides."   12 

That same Safari Restaurant, are you aware of any connection of Safari Restaurant with Ilhan 13 

Omar?  14 

A Not specifically.  I don't recognize that name.  15 

Q Reporting has alleged that she had her victory party at Safari Restaurant and is 16 

otherwise affiliated with promoting the restaurant.   17 

Was Representative Omar potentially the Member who you met with when you discussed 18 

meeting with a current or former Member of Congress earlier?  19 

A Oh, no.  I have not met with Senator Omar.  20 

Q Just to confirm for the record, you mean Representative Omar?  21 

A I'm sorry.  Representative Omar is what I meant, yes.  22 

Q Thank you.   23 

Ms. Wolfe.  You may not have met with her, but you communicated earlier that you sent 24 

emails to Members of Congress on these issues of irregularities.  Could she have been one of those 25 
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Members?  1 

Ms. Honer.  So, just to clarify for my answer on that, I specifically didn't do emailing but was 2 

on emails, which is what I was referring to, where I think there could've been Members of Congress.  3 

And, yes, she could have been, but not that I recall. 4 

BY MR. FALCONE: 5 

Q Do you recall who those -- you were on emails.  Do you recall who sent those emails 6 

originally? 7 

A I do not.  8 

Q Do you recall why you were included on those emails? 9 

A It's my understanding that I would be on certain emails when Government Relations 10 

needs someone to talk more in-depth about a program.  11 

Q And you would talk more -- in this instance, you were talking more in-depth about the 12 

food nutrition programs and Feeding Our Future?  Is that correct?  13 

A That's correct.   14 

Ms. Wolfe.  Great.  We'll go off the record. 15 

[Recess.] 16 

.  We can go back on the record.  It's 3:07. 17 

BY :   18 

Q I want to return to talking about MDE's involvement with FBI after April 2021.   19 

So how often was MDE in contact with the FBI starting around April 2021?  20 

A So I believe I had answered that before.  I don't recall exactly.  I think for my answer 21 

before I gave a best estimate of every 2 to 4 weeks.  22 

Q And just to clarify a point from before, MDE, to your knowledge, went to FBI after 23 

internal tools to try to hold Feeding Our Future accountable were already exhausted.  Is that correct?  24 

A I would categorize that answer as our administrative tools, not just internal.  But the 25 
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administrative tools specifically for the program regulations were exhausted.  1 

Q And I know we've discussed, but can you just remind us what those internal 2 

mechanisms were -- or, administrative mechanisms were?  3 

A Sure.  So the internal and administrative mechanisms that we used to try to stop what 4 

we saw as concerning behavior with Feeding Our Future was:   5 

Denial of applications through certain regulations.  I specifically spoke to the Summer Food 6 

regulation of around 50,000 children per day.   7 

Questioning application information and searching for more information to validate.   8 

The "serious deficiency" process. 9 

Putting in place a stop-pay while asking for documents similar to what we ask and look for on 10 

administrative review.   11 

Reaching out to the IRS and trying to validate information that way. 12 

Reaching out for help on the Federal single audit. 13 

That's what I can remember at this point.   14 

Oh, sorry.  Most importantly, reaching out to the USDA Office of Inspector General 15 

throughout that time.   16 

Q And we know you answered this before, but if you could remind us, why did it take FBI's 17 

involvement to finally get that stop-payment issued for Feeding Our Future?  18 

A Sure.  So -- and I think how I'm going to answer is in relation to, I believe you're asking 19 

about in January of 2022 when we terminated and stop-pay'd officially?   20 

Q Correct.   21 

A So the reason that that took the FBI involvement was similar to what I answered before 22 

about the program regulations needing to be revamped, I think, was the word, and the word 23 

"knowingly."   24 

So the FBI making public their investigation was what we needed to prove that there was an 25 
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issue of knowingly committing fraud.  1 

Q Would you say that when FBI became involved in its investigation of Feeding Our Future, 2 

MDE's leadership was largely supportive of FBI investigating?  3 

A I would say so, yes.  4 

Q You have no reason to think otherwise? 5 

A I do not. 6 

BY : 7 

Q And just -- one of the tools you mentioned was reaching out to the USDA OIG in October 8 

2020.  Did you hear anything, any updates from the OIG's office regarding Feeding Our Future?   9 

A To my recollection, I had never heard back from the USDA OIG on Feeding Our Future 10 

until after the FBI raids went public.  11 

Q And what did they say?  12 

A From my recollection, the USDA Office of Inspector General -- I believe it was the 13 

summer of 2022, again, after the searches and raids went public -- that they wanted to work with us 14 

on this case.  I don't remember the specifics of it, of what exactly they wanted to work on.  15 

Q And have you done anything with the OIG since then?  16 

A Yes.  So, since summer of 2022, I did provide information that they asked for at that 17 

time and ultimately referred them to the U.S. Attorney's Office because there was obviously another 18 

investigation going on.   19 

Since then, the USDA Office of Inspector General has been interested in what they can do to 20 

protect program integrity and detect fraud, and we have provided information as far as program 21 

information, site information, but also commentary to them on that.  22 

.  We'll go off the record. 23 

Ms. Honer.  Thank you. 24 

Mr. Emmer.  We have no further questions.  Thank you. 25 
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Ms. Honer.  All right.  Thank you. 1 

[Whereupon, at 3:13 p.m., the interview was concluded.]2 
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