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Our Story of Impact

25 YEARS
Maureen Rosato
Donald Velo

20 YEARS
Rhonda Ruder
Berta Wagner 

15 YEARS
Chris Hautala
Randy Mattfield
Amy Mortenson
Jody Kalisch

5 YEARS
Adri Clusiau
Katey Koutsky
Kaleb Plate
Tim Thompson

WELCOME NEW 
HIRES
We welcomed 
45 people to the 
KOOTASCA team!

2021 BOARD OF 
DIRECTORS

Thank you for your service!

Joe Chandler

Mike Fort

Judy Leolich

Wayne Skoe

Melissa Weidendorf

Kair Wilburn

OUTGOING BOARD MEMBERS

Rick Blake, Board Chair

Molly French, Board Vice Chair

Ben DeNucci, Board Treasurer

Dee Bretti, Board Secretary

Kevin Adee
Carla Green
Mona Johnson
Annie Linekugel
Gina Maki
Terry Murray
Charlene Nelson
Roxanne Skogstad-Ditsch
Mary Jo Wimmer
Steve Winkelman

Congratulations to the following  
staff for your service!

The theme for this Annual Report is Our Story of  
Impact. In the course of  providing services to 

our customers, we often overlook the impact of  
our work on the lives of  the people and com-
munities we serve. 
 

After all, how can you measure the impact of  
providing quality education for three- and four-year-

olds to ensure they are ready for kindergarten? What is the true 
impact of  working with families to prevent homelessness and sta-
bilize their housing? What is the impact of  weatherizing a home to 
deliver the homeowners, many of  them seniors, peace of  mind and 
lower energy bills? What is the impact of  educating the community 
on the systemic issues that perpetuate poverty?  
 
Throughout this report, discover how KOOTASCA impacts the 
people and communities we serve. The need has never been great-
er, and as an agency, we are committed to continuing the fight. 
 
As  a Community Action Agency, we challenge ourselves to not 
only help people stay afloat but build lives of  stability, dignity, and 
even prosperity.  
 
I hope you enjoy reading our story of  impact.
 
Thank you,

Maureen Rosato
Executive Director
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MNsure Navigator Services
Helps applicants navigate Minnesota’s health insurance 
marketplace to shop, compare and choose health care 
coverage.

SOAR 
Assists eligible clients apply for Social Security Disability 
benefits

Get to know

Our Programs

HEALTH IMPACT

Early Head Start
State-funded early childhood program that serves preg-
nant women and children ages birth through three

Head Start
Head Start is a federally funded early childhood program 
that serves children ages 3-5

Teenage Parent Program 
Supporting pregnant or parenting teens to earn high 
school credits towards graduation

CHILDREN IMPACT

Circles of Support
Social support through human connections to help the 
effects of stress, depression, anxiety and more

PCs for People
Provides affordable personal computers to low-income 
individuals and families

Big View
Provides a platform to engage the community around 
issues that impact people in poverty.

COMMUNITY IMPACT

First-Time Homebuyer Program 
Provides tools to move forward in achieving successful 
home-ownership

Rental & Deposit Assistance
Offers short to medium term rental assistance to prevent 
homelessness

Transitional Housing
Provides supportive housing for homeless single men and 
families

Energy Assistance
Provides financial assistance to pay a portion of an in-
come-qualified household’s energy and heating bills

Furnace Repair and Replacement
Emergency heating system repair or replacement for 
eligible homeowners on Energy Assistance

Weatherization
Provides free home energy upgrades to income eligible 
homeowners and renters

HOUSING IMPACT

kootasca.org 
or call 800-559-9491

Scan here 
to get 
involved!
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Aubrey and Kayley Rounsville have always been hard-working 
but, like many others, have faced financial struggles. Due to 
the recent loss of  one of  his legs, Aubrey was unable to work 
outside the home and Kayley was working two jobs, including 
caring for their child with disabilities. 

To start them on their journey to self-sufficiency, their case 
manager referred them to KOOTASCA’s Crisis Housing pro-
gram, the Habitat for Humanity program, and the Shriner’s 
Medical Assistance program. 

Over the next two years, KOOTASCA provided services in-
cluding rental assistance, energy assistance, Headstart, and car 
repairs.

In February 2021, the Rounsville family was ready to do all 
the work it would take to be able to apply for a Habitat for 
Humanity House. The family worked tirelessly to pay off  
outstanding bills and manage their budget. As a result, they 
successfully completed the Habitat for Humanity application 
process and were approved for a house in January of  2022. 
In her excitement, Kayley called her case manager late in the 
evening to share the news.

The slab for their new house was poured in 2022.  Due to 
their child’s physical challenges, the house will be constructed 
with wider access doors, spacious rooms, and a heated two-
stall garage. Aubrey and Kayley are excited to begin building 
equity of  their own and to truly feel a sense of  family security. 
They are appreciative of  the assistance provided by KOOT-
ASCA’s Head Start program, as well as its housing and energy 
programs; and especially for the referral to the Habitat for Hu-
manity Program. 

Building New Foundations

Over the past four years, JR had experienced at least three ep-
isodes of  homelessness. JR had been a tenant of  KOOTAS-
CA’s PEER House Transitional program and had also resided 
in uninhabitable structures with no utilities. In June 2021, JR 
was a guest at GRACE House, the homeless shelter serving 
Itasca County.

During his stay at GRACE House, JR was selected for a rental 
unit and was once again connected with a KOOTASCA case 
manager. The case manager accompanied JR to his appoint-
ment with the leasing agent and was able to provide direct fi-
nancial assistance for the move-in costs. JR’s unemployment 
checks were ending and his part-time job was not enough to 
pay unexpected bills, so the case manager provided addition-

al support. It had been years since JR had his own rental, so 
KOOTASCA staff  coached him on budgeting and communi-
cating repairs to the leasing agent. 

Shortly after being housed, the brakes on his vehicle needed 
repairing. JR’s residence is 14 miles away from his job, so it 
is critical that he has dependable transportation to maintain 
employment. KOOTASCA was able to secure a transportation 
grant for the repairs and even provided JR rides to and from 
work while the repairs were being done since the bus schedule 
did not meet the needs of  his work schedule. 

At his six-month check-in, JR was still securely housed, paying 
rent and maintaining his employment.

GRACE Offers Home and Hope
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In the early 2000s, Head Start made it possible for my oldest 
child to receive care so that I could finish my AA degree. 
Little did I know the impact this would have on the rest of  

my life.

When I was pregnant with my 
fourth child, my family and 
I were homeless and stayed 
with close family during that 
time. My toddler was en-
rolled in early childhood ed-

ucation through Head Start’s 
partner, Invest Early. Laurie 

Chellico was my Family Support 
Staff  and she encouraged me to be-

come an early childhood educator and to join the Policy 
Council, which is the board that helps make decisions for 
Head Start programming. I was hesitant but decided that 
would be a good place to start.

Through Head Start, I was educated on how to handle be-
haviors, how to get kids to eat healthily, and how to make 
meals from WIC foods. These skills were all beneficial to 
me as a young mother without a lot of  resources. After my 
fourth child was born, she was also enrolled in the early 
childhood program. I was grateful to be able to work and 
still be able to attend classes.

At the time Head Start was partnering with the Americorp 
Early Reading Corp program. I was able to work for them 
in the classroom for two years, which provided me with a 
living allowance while I continued to go to school. This af-
forded me a great opportunity to support my family and still 
finish my education.

I completed my AS degree in Early Childhood Education 
and worked for Invest Early and for another nonprofit pre-
school after graduation. Many life events followed over the 
years including divorce, relocation, and remarrying. In 2021, 
our youngest child was enrolled in KOOTASCA’s Head Start 
program and I was able to join the Policy Council again. 

I received the opportunity to be a part of  the KOOTASCA’s 
Board of  Directors, where I learned so much more about 
the services that have helped me throughout the years, as 
well as the continued efforts of  the board members to help 
end poverty in our area. 

Laurie was once again my Family Support Staff, and when a 
teaching position opened at KOOTASCA, she encouraged 
me to apply. I was hired by KOOTASCA Head Start, as part 
of  the classroom staff  in August 2021, and it has been the 
best opportunity and decision I could have made for my 
family and my mental health.

I am so grateful for the help and support from everyone 
at KOOTASCA. My family started out struggling but has 
grown into a middle-class family, thankful to be able to en-
courage others in their journeys toward self-sufficiency. It 
wouldn’t have happened without KOOTASCA!

Contributing author: Kair Wilburn

Struggles to Triumphs

You never know when a moment and a few 
sincere words can have an impact on a life.”

-Zig Ziglar

IMPACT: Head Start programming provides quality 
childcare for over 200 children each year, helps each of 
these children’s families reach personal goals, and pro-
vides over 60 living wage jobs in our communities.
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Alexander Baker School 
Breathes New Life

The historic Alexander Baker (AB) School will see a new life as 
affordable housing for International Falls residents. Organizations 
including Citizens for Backus/AB, KOOTASCA Community Action 
and Trellis Co. (formerly known as Community Housing Develop-
ment Corporation (CHDC) have partnered to preserve and develop 
the historic building into an affordable 27-unit multi-family apart-
ment. 

Following many years of  local efforts, the project is funded and 
moving towards constructing the building’s next 100 years of  life 
thanks to hard work and a 2021 award of  Low-Income Housing Tax 
Credits from Minnesota Housing.

Built in 1914, AB was the first school of  modern construction built 
in the region. Created to meet the needs of  booming growth in In-
ternational Falls, the school was a source of  significant public pride 
and investment. Surely well remembered by its former students, this 
is still evident today in the building’s fine craftsmanship, beautiful 
wrought iron stairway galleries, spacious terrazzo hallways, and many 
architectural touches, which will soon be restored and preserved.

The school was in regular use by the community for generations, 
until 1995 when it became vacant as the school district moved its re-
maining offices and classes to the neighboring E.W. Backus Building 
(built  in 1937). Thereafter, following the community’s grassroots 
efforts to save the building, AB was purchased for preservation 
purposes from the School District in 2002 by Citizens for Backus/
AB along with the adjacent E.W Backus Junior High School (now 
the Backus Community Center).

Current US housing shortage: 3.8 million units
Number of apartments, alone, that the US needs to build by 2035 to meet demand: 4.3 million

Photos by Miranda LaPointe
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27 units of Adaptive Reuse in the historic Alexander Baker 
School on 1.2 acres

• 14 two-bedroom units

• 6 one-bedroom units 

• 4 three-bedroom units

• 3 four-bedroom units

10 subsidized units with rental assistance and Permanent 
Supportive Housing for persons with disabilities and high 
priority homeless

Location: 901 3rd St. International Falls, MN 56649

Project Cost: $12.9 million

Funding Sources: Low-Income Housing Tax Credits, State and 
Federal Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credits, Energy Rebates, 
Sales tax rebates

Income Eligibility: 60% and 30% of Area Median Income (For 
Example: 3 bedroom unit, $45,120 – $62,160 annual income)

FAST FACTS

In 2017, KOOTASCA and Citizens for Backus/AB launched efforts 
to adpatively reuse the building for affordable housing. These efforts 
are now a cornerstone of  KOOTASCA’s long-standing work to fill 
the gap in development capacity for Minnesota’s Northland that has 
left so many communities in dire need of  housing of  all kinds.

Why does International Falls need new multi-family 
housing? 
As a rural border community, International Falls has been hard hit 
by our Nation’s long ongoing housing crisis. Since the United States 
Tax Reform Act of  1987, there has not been a single new market 
rate or affordable general-occupancy apartment building built in 
Koochiching County. 

This means, over the last 35 years, the stock of  rental housing added 
to the International Falls community, (approximately 300 units) has 
come overwhelmingly from the loss of  single-family homes from 
occupant ownership to landlord ownership. In a healthier market, 
many of  those homes would have been purchased by working fami-
lies and new apartments built to meet rental demand.

What is affordable housing? 
Affordable housing is housing that a family can pay for and have 
money left over for other necessities like food, transportation, and 
health care. What’s considered “affordable” depends on a house-
hold’s income. The rent or home price that is affordable may vary 
from one household to the next, but the need for housing that is 
affordable is shared by everyone.
Housing is considered affordable when it costs 30% or less of  a 
household’s income.

Alexander Baker Project could be delayed due to 
failed legislative session.
When the 2022 Legislative session sputtered to an unproductive end 
in May, not only did the Legislature fail to pass almost any of  its 
omnibus budgets or tax bills, but it also failed to extend the state’s 
historic rehabilitation tax credit, which would allow for $1.9 million 
in private investment for the project that is now jeopardized.
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KOOTASCA’s Energy Assistance program received a call 
from a furnace contractor that works through the agency’s 
Emergency Repair and Replacement program (ERR). They 
had recently been to a house to assess a serious situation and 
were concerned that the family was not currently on the En-
ergy Assistance Program (EAP). The household was made up 
of  a single mother and her child, who had just moved from 
another state to escape a very bad domestic assault situation. 
The only income they had was Social Security at less than $800 
per month. Using all the money they had in savings, she had 
purchased the house a couple of  months before they were able 
to get to Minnesota. The inspections all came back with good 
comments and no issues. 

The family was delayed during their travels due to some trans-
portation issues and weather conditions. By the time they ar-
rived in Minnesota in late February, there had been some seri-
ous issues with the house, including a furnace that had stopped 
working, resulting in frozen and burst pipes throughout the 
house.

KOOTASCA’s EAP/ERR staff  members were able to work 
with her, over the phone and through email, to get her EAP 
application completed and get her approved for a grant. Staff  
was also able to get the paperwork together that proved her 
home ownership and showed that her heating system was in 
working order when she purchased the property, allowing the 
program to send the furnace contractor in under the ERR pro-
gram. Through that program, KOOTASCA was able to supply 
her with a new heating system.

Because the MN Department of  Commerce was able to insti-
tute a water program for that heating season as well, KOOT-
ASCA was also able to pay her $1,000+ water bill that had 
resulted from the broken pipes.

All of  the teamwork achieved by the contractor, the EAP 
team, the ERR program, and as well as the Department of  
Commerce, allowed this family to have a safe place to live and 
a fresh start away from the danger they had worked so hard to 
escape.

Teamwork Provides Safe Living

Each one of us can make a difference. 
Together we make change.”

-Barbara Mikulski

IMPACT: KOOTASCA’s Energy Related Repair program 
was able to conduct $483,600 in furnace repairs and 
replacements across Koochiching and Itasca counties 
in 2021. 262 households were able to maintain safe and 
affordable heat as a result.
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Taz and I started dating on March 24, 
2018. He helped me get out of  a not-so-
good marriage, and I am forever grateful 
for that. We then lived with my cousin for 
six months until we found an apartment 
to rent. After four years in our rental, we 
finally decided that we wanted to stay in 
the area and have something of  our own. 
That’s when our journey started with look-
ing for a house. 

We thought it would take a lot longer than 
it did, but as soon as I saw the house I knew 
it was the one for us. We wanted to be able 
to have something that we could call our 
own and know that we are working for 
something. Our animals also needed a place 
without tons of  people surrounding us.

KOOTASCA’s First Time Homebuyer Ed-
ucation Program helped us walk through 
the process of  becoming a homeowner. 
They were great at answering all of  our 
questions, even the small ones. This be-
ing the first time either of  us had bought 
a house, having people like that helping us 
along the way made for an amazing experi-
ence. We will be forever grateful for every-
one we met and everything they did for us.
-Ashley

Lola is a social justice advocate around is-
sues that impact people in poverty. With 
over 10 years of  participation in KOOT-
ASCA’s Circles of  Support programming, 
she extends greetings, friendship, and ac-
ceptance to all, regardless of  anyone’s di-
verse life struggles. 

In addition to her energy, quick wit, and 
hugs, Lola is known as “mom” to many 
members out of  their love and respect for 
her (and perhaps the absence of  that figure 
in their own lives). Lola has delivered food 
to the homes of  members who don’t have 
enough between paydays. She’s been an ear 
and a shoulder for our members struggling 
with grief, loss, illness, domestic violence, 
and homelessness. She’s offered her time 

to help people get to doctor appointments, 
airports, and other important life events. 

Her willingness to share her life experienc-
es and struggles to help someone else has 
fostered hope for many over the years. All 
over the community, Lola strives to help 
people understand poverty and how it im-
pacts the lives of  so many of  our residents. 

Keys to a New Future

Circles of Support Honors Lola 

Our Story of Impact

IMPACT:  In 2021 KOOTASCA Community 
Action served 139 First time homebuyers 
in homeownership counseling by 
assisting in creating a budget, reducing 
debt, building a credit line, securing 
savings, empowering confidence, and 
skills to be a competitive home buyer in 
a complicated housing market.

IMPACT: Circles of Support hosted 
49 social events to encourage social 
growth and development, build 
confidence, promote laughter and 
gratitude, and celebrate sobriety and 
other life milestones.
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By working to address the multiple causes and conditions 
of poverty, we work to improve our communities for the 
more than 23,000 low-income residents in Itasca and 
Koochiching Counties.

Our Impact Adds Up

 Financial facts and figures are from the 2021 calendar year.

Federal Grants $5,011,705

State Grants $2,109,804

Private Grants $704,102 

Earned Revenue $691,257

County $52,000 

Donations $3,047  

Revenue Sources

FINANCIAL SUMMARY

Education $4,262,229 

Housing $3,255,624 

Operations Support $581,308 

Community Engagement $420,751

Expenses by Program Area

Impact facts and figures are derived from Results Orientated Management & Accountability 
reports for 2021 federal fiscal year Community Services Block Grant funding.

2,971
received services

214
children 0-5 years old 
improved literacy skills

193
obtained health  

insurance through MNSure 
Navigators

40,723 
meals served

8,458
utility payments made 

through  
Energy Assistance

738
received 

transportation services

335
households received health & safety 

improvements to their homes

Education
50%

Housing
38%

Operations Support 
7%

Community
Engagement

5%

Federal Grants
58%State Grants

24%

Earned Revenue
8%

Other
2%

Private
 Grants

8%
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VISION
• All people are valued regardless of race or 

socio-economic status 

• Systems are just, non-discriminatory, and fair 
to all community members 

• All people are trained, supported and lead the 
on-going development of their community 

• Education prepares all children to fulfill their 
potential and secure their future 

• All people live in safe, decent, affordable 
housing 

• All people have access to the resources they 
need for good health 

• Poverty does not exist in Koochiching and 
Itasca counties 

VALUES
• Poverty is eliminated through community 

engagement and leadership; 

• Creating a strong, healthy economy where 
everyone has opportunities to prosper 
requires responsible planning and public/
private partnerships; 

• Our communities have the resources to 
eliminate poverty; 

• The individual and the community are 
interdependent and thrive together; 

• All people have value and deserve just 
treatment, respect, and courtesy. 

OUR MISSION: Building Community to End Poverty

Help us make a Bigger Impact

kootasca.org 
or call 800-559-9491

Scan here 
to get 
involved!

Not everyone fits neatly into the specific 
requirements of the grant funding Community 
Action receives for core services. 

Flexible, unrestricted funds are needed so 
Community Action can quickly response to 
emerging needs and to ensure that everyone 
in poverty becomes empowered to help 
themselves. 

Donations currently make up .04% of our 
revenue. Imagine the impact we could make 
with your donation.

You can also donate your time and 
talents. Contact us to see how you can get 
involved.



KOOTASCA Community Action, Inc.
201 NW 4th Street, Suite 130
Grand Rapids, MN 55744

That is why we lend a helping hand to others as 
they help themselves make meaningful change 
in their lives and journey out of poverty through 
comprehensive crisis support, anti-poverty 
services, and more.

We know poverty can 
strike at any time.

At KOOTASCA, we envision 
 a world where:

• All people are VALUED 

• All systems are JUST 

• All people are SUPPORTED 

• All people are treated with  
DIGNITY and RESPECT

• People are able to access  
the resources they need to THRIVE

GET INVOLVED AT KOOTASCA.ORG 808-559-9491


