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305 NORTHWEST FIRST AVENUE
CITY OF THURSDAY, JULY 16, 2025

COH ASSET 5:30 P.M. SPECIAL CITY COUNCIL MEETING

1. Call to Order: Mayor Josh Casper called the meeting to order at 5:30 p.m.

Present: Mayor Josh Casper, Councilors Andy MacDonell, and Kevin Tinquist
Absent: Councilors Andy Haarklau and Shannon Benolken

Non-Officio Members: Financial Controller; Barb Baird, Community and Economic
Development Associates (CEDA) and Business Development Specialist; Hillary Tweed

CETA Overview and Strategic Planning for Community and Economic Development

Comprehensive history of Community and Economic Development Associates (CETA), which
was founded in 1986 with the aim of assisting small communities in achieving significant
projects. Originally focused on grant writing, CETA later adapted to address community needs
by offering fractional staffing solutions. The fractional staffing model involves offering services
ranging from one day every other week to a full six day per week contract. Specific details were
provided about the Benson contract, which initially required two to three days of service and
eventually expanded to six days. The Benson contract also involved employing two staff
members with specializations in industrial/business development and housing, parks, and
recreation. The discussion also covered CETA's involvement in other communities, highlighting
contracts in Floodwood, Hill City, Remer, and Itasca County, with the latter operating a 5-day-a-
week contract. Integration of strategic planning was addressed, with current contract work, with
and others emphasizing the connection between topics such as business development and
community enhancement. It was noted that these efforts would be further supported by funding,
such as that from the Blandin Foundation, and would shape subsequent discussions.

The discussion revolved around the Blandin Foundation's funding and project stability, with an
emphasis on the relationship's stability and the commitment to retain staff working on Blandin
projects despite market uncertainties. Annie Nichols' strategic five-year plan for Benson, which
covers housing, industrial park development, business retention, and community needs, was
reviewed. The plan includes quantifiable targets such as surpassing the previous goal of 25
houses by accomplishing 26 houses, as well as upcoming work on 22 market rate rental units and
twin housing projects. A comprehensive discussion took place on diverse housing needs,
including workforce housing, retirement housing, single-family homes, and apartment
complexes. The conversation also highlighted past experiences, waitlist issues, and the process
of selecting developers, with an emphasis on balancing local and out-of-state options while
ensuring appropriate incentives. There was a strong emphasis on the need for a dedicated leader
or in-house staff to drive the strategic plan, along with a debate on whether to hire internally or
outsource responsibilities. There were concerns about clear roles and responsibilities, including
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guidance on pursuing state or federal grants. The meeting included a discussion of grant
opportunities, including a proposal with a cost of around $11,000 for the strategic plan, along
with a separate $5,000 planning grant through the League of Minnesota Cities. These grants aim
to support project planning and execution.

Compare Financial Planning Grant applications with a targeted additional $5,000 discount to
reduce planning costs to approximately $2,000. The planning process is set to commence with
the City of Babbitt and scheduling components, including Annie’s first community visit in early
September. There was emphasis on the need for timely decision-making to meet the grant
application timelines. The conversation addressed staffing models, highlighting that typically a
single person handles a five-day-a-week contract, while the team provides additional expertise in
housing development, childcare, and industrial projects. Costs were discussed, including a base
fee of $11,920 and an extra $2,000 for the resident survey, along with the potential for a $500
discount when paired with the City of Babbitt. The discussion also included strategic plans with
measurable benchmarks, particularly specific housing targets in Benson over a five-year period
and quarterly updates. Participants also acknowledged the challenge of accounting for external
economic factors in performance measurement and the need for annual reviews of the plan to
allow for potential shifts in priorities.

The group examined avenues to secure development resources for the Blackwater Banks project,
expressing concerns about the viability of a $100 million private development in Cohasset,
Minnesota, and the need to explore multiple pathways, including developers, IEDC, and
pursuing a nursing home facility on a seven-acre parcel as part of the strategic plan. The
conversation also delved into the role of city representatives and external support, including
lobbying efforts for legislative changes, such as zoning changes and federal EDA grants, and the
importance of a combined effort between the planning team and city officials.

There was also a brief discussion on contract terms, highlighting the inclusion of a 30-day out
clause to allow communities to exit if dissatisfied with the service or deliverables, ensuring
flexibility in working with the service provider. The discussion focused on developing a strategic
plan for market-rate housing, with reference to the council's strategic plan session, intended to
meet community priorities and allow for annual reviews and adjustments as needs change.

Mayor Josh Casper adjourned the meeting at 6:30 p.m.

Respectfully submitted by: Abby Majewski
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