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Executive Summary 
 

On June 18th and July 16th, 2025, the Cook County Housing and Redevelopment Authority (HRA) 
met to discuss an update to our 2023 strategic plan in an effort to continue to meet the needs 
for housing within Cook County. In attendance were board members and the executive director, 
as well as former HRA board President Mary Somnis to facilitate the discussion. 

Prior to the meeting, Executive Director Brand emailed each member to come up with a list of 
priorities that they felt could enhance the work of the HRA. From a list of 25, members were 
tasked with coming to the meeting with their top five list to discuss at the meeting.  From that 
discussion, facilitator Somnis pinpointed 5 that received the most support amongst the meeting 
attendees to be selected to be five new priorities in addition to the three original.  

The top five supported priorities included the following: 

• Developing a plan to create new opportunities in assisted living and elder housing 
• Creation of a Local Housing Trust Fund (LHTF) 
• Community meetings to promote new housing through the adoption of the Residential 

Open Space Overlay district in Cook County 
• Promotion of high efficiency & lower operating cost housing now and into the future 
• Development of a countywide housing plan 

These priorities, once adopted by the HRA board, would be in addition to the three current 
priorities outlined in the 2023 strategic plan that included the following: 

• Expansion of housing opportunities for people of all income levels 
• Acquisition and development of resources to support programs and activities 
• Preservation of current housing in Cook County 

In both meetings, participants assigned Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) to each of these 
additional priorities so that the organization could evaluate targets for success. Potential 
community partners were identified, and next steps in the process were also defined. 

We ended by evaluating the current mission, vision, and values of the organization. No changes 
were made at these meetings, keeping them intact from the previous strategic plan. 
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Items of Interest 

 
Below is the complete list of items that Board members picked for their individual priorities. 
From there, selections were made to narrow that list down to the top five among the 
participants of the meeting. Although not every priority was selected, each of them has the 
chance to become future project areas, however the top five items will receive the full time and 
resources in the next year or more as we begin to work on KPIs and next steps to move these 
items from concept to potential reality.  

  

• One Roof in Grand Marais – future of their land development 

• HRA as a housing developer 

• What are the metrics of success for the HRA for the next 1-3 years? Total new/rehabbed 
housing units? Total #of rental properties made available at sub-market rate? Total value 
of new housing construction? Community survey on HRA Reputation? 

• How can we capitalize on the opportunity of the county’s new ROSO district to advance 
cluster housing development throughout the county? 

• Can the HRA leverage to push for high efficiency, low-operating cost housing? We have a 
mixed record. For example, The Heights ended up opting for cheaper and lower 
efficiency HVAC due to financing squeeze. 

• Co-op housing in Cook County 

• Assisted / Elder care housing 

• Community conversations around housing needs 

• HRA as an aggregate supplier? 

• Parcels of higher value in Cook County 

• Vision for East end? Workforce housing for Border Patrol & Grand Portage National 
Monument – collaboration with Grant Portage Band 

• Bunkhouse style temporary housing for Gunflint Trail  

• HRA as property manager 

• Establishing a Local Housing Trust Fund 
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#1 - Assisted living & elder care housing 
 

The first among the top five priorities was the development of a plan for housing for individuals 
that could potentially remain in Cook County with increased care. Cook County happens to be 
the oldest population in Minnesota due to the saturation of people 65 and older. Participants 
identified next steps that include engaging in a community dialogue on elder/assisted/coop 
housing and hold meetings throughout the county in strategic locations across the county. The 
Cook County HRA will also follow up on developer leads to pt out a request for proposals (RFP).   

The KPIs identified to measure success include the following: 

• Identify community partners, have conversations, and present a summary for HRA board 
• Hold townhall style meetings with citizens throughout the county 
• Formalize an RFP process and evaluate options that suit the needs identified 

 

#2 – Establish a Local Housing Trust Fund 

 

The Minnesota Housing Partnership offers educational resources and classes on how to 
establish a LHTF. This will provide flexibility and additional funding for issues such as producing, 
preserving, and stabilizing housing in Cook County. The Cook County HRA will take early action 
to authorize the Executive Director to initiate conversations with the Minnesota Housing 
Partnership to learn more about future steps, as well as to create a LHTF for Cook County’s HRA. 
There are potential matching funds that are available, in which case the Executive Director will 
also be authorized to pursue those funds.  

The KPIs identified to measure success include the following: 

• Board approval to establish an LHTF  
• LHTF performing financially  
• Legal review of the documents drafted to establish 
• Dedicate Voluntary Business Contributions (VBCs) to LHTF 
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#3 - Residential Open Space Overlay (ROSO) District 
 

Led by Neva Maxwell at the Cook County Land Services Department, County Commissioners 
took action to create a ROSO district for major portions of Cook County.  This subdivision and 
zoning concept allows potential developers to create new housing while preserving larger 
natural areas as open space. It can streamline permitting processes and reduce administrative 
burdens. 

Next steps include HRA board approval to co-host a series of community meetings in each of the 
5 County Commissioner districts. To do so, we must first identify a list of property owners by 
address, and invite them to join us at these community meetings. We will encourage local 
realtors, lenders, and developers to attend these meetings by invitation to work with these 
property owners that are interested in acting on the new ordinance.  

KPIs for this priority include: 

• Prioritize lists of potential sites for development 
• Hold 5 community meetings 
• Complete at least one new building within the ROSO district 

 

#4 – High efficiency & lower operating cost housing 
 

The cost of new housing in Cook County only seems to go up in price each year. Existing housing 
also has a unique challenge in that the operating costs also seem to continue increasing over 
time. To combat both of these situations, the Cook County HRA will be working to partner with 
local and statewide organizations to analyze new technology and discover new resources to 
combat rising costs and greater inefficiencies.  

Participants have identified that by working with partners and organizations, we can explore 
incentives and expand the Energy & Envelope program, a partnership that already exists 
between the Cook County HRA, Cook County Public Health and Social Services, and the City of 
Grand Marais.  

KPIs identified include the following: 

• Increase the funding available for improved efficiency 
• Expand the network of partners 
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• Incorporate high efficiency and lower cost of operations into any new development 
where future HRA funding is requested. 

 

#5 Countywide Housing Plan 
Cook County is in the process of developing a comprehensive plan with housing being a 
category that has not yet been completed. At the same time, there is no concrete plan for 
future development. Participants that attended the strategic planning meeting identified this 
issue as one in which the HRA could facilitate the conversation and help prepare the county for 
more targeted, thoughtful development.  

The Cook County HRA will take action to develop a countywide housing plan by hosting a 
number of strategic community meetings with citizens to collaborate on a comprehensive 
housing plan for Cook County. The Cook County HRA will also evaluate and help adjust current 
housing and zoning ordinances that are prohibitive to attainable housing and help identify 
future areas where development can occur at the most affordable cost.  

KPIs identified include the following: 

• Adjustment of existing zoning ordinances 
• Hosting a series of community conversations about zoning and future home construction 
• Completion of the housing portion of the Cook County Comprehensive Plan 

 

 

 


