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Dear Members,

After more than a year of pandemic, spring has come. 
Things aren’t quite back to normal, but the availability 
of vaccines means we’re able to get back together with 
family and friends and can welcome volunteers into our 
studios again. The staff is planning live concerts and 
events and hoping to take a little time off.

Our experience of the pandemic has been – like everyo-
ne else’s - pretty crazy. We had to find ways to work from 
home and do complicated technical things remotely. 
Those with kids juggled distance learning and quaranti-
nes. Everyone coped with stress, fear, and overwork. It’s 
almost too much to write about, but I distinctly remem-
ber one staff meeting where someone said that we were 
just “a bunch of weirdos trying to keep it sane.”

Early on, we took the approach that KAXE and KBXE 
would support the efforts of state and local health 
officials to try to keep all of us safe. As time went on, 
disinformation made things harder. We watched as, 
“We’re all in this together” became “No, we’re not.” 
We brought trustworthy voices to our airwaves: health 
officials, local doctors, teachers, quality news - infor-
mation straight from local, state, and national sources. 
When Ampers asked Heidi Holtan to host the Statewide 
Conversation on behalf of radio stations across MN, my 
original thought was “No. She can’t possibly take that 
on too.” But she did.

Of course, the pandemic wasn’t the only thing going 
on this year (although it provided a grim backdrop 
that made everything harder). There was the killing of 
George Floyd with its long tail. There were elections. 
Artists and businesses were innovating to find new ways 
of doing things. Construction started on Enbridge Line 
3. Musicians took concerts online. Women called out 
sexism and participated in focus groups. The maple sap 
flowed in March. Food shelves were stretched. More of 
us grew gardens. Phenology classrooms reported what 
kids were seeing in nature. There was - and still is - a lot 
to cover and do. And music, which gives us heart and 
hope, has never been more important.

KAXE turned 45 this April. Construction is finally star-
ting on the new KAXE tower and transmitter, which 

should be finished this fall. Northern Community Radio 
completed a strategic planning process, mostly over 
Zoom. Our board added 5 new members (some of 
them haven’t met each other outside of Zoom yet). The 
board started looking for a new general manager. We 
found additional funds to make up for shortfalls in state 
support and underwriting. Member support has grown.

It’s been a big year, and without our normal contingent 
of volunteers the staff felt like we were doing it all, with 
one hand tied behind our backs. That’s changing! The 
return of volunteers feels – and sounds - good.

There are many, many people and organizations to 
thank this year. The Blandin Foundation and Grand 
Rapids Area Community Foundation stepped up to help 
supply much-needed remote broadcast equipment. Our 
board of directors is working hard, putting lots of time 
and thought into extra meetings. Volunteers have stuck 
with us. Some were able to provide music programs 
from home, or participate over Zoom. All are now pa-
tiently re-learning “the ropes” and adapting to changes 
as they return to the studios. Members have been truly 
kind, with messages of support and donations of cash 
in hard times. All this while everyone has struggled with 
the pandemic. Thank you.

A final thanks to Northern Community Radio’s staff. They 
have risen to this moment, given more than they should 
have to, and remained focused on doing what they can 
to aid our community. I’m so proud of what they have 
done! Northern Community Radio is an organization 
that has truly made a difference, and that plans to keep 
doing so for a very long time.

Maggie Montgomery 
Maggie Montgomery, General Manager
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Sandy from McGregor

Thank you to all at KAXE and KBXE for all the 
good work that you do. During this time of pan-
demic and during the political upheaval, your 
voices have brought facts and a kindly attitude. 
You are appreciated!!

comments

Teresa from Marcell
Please thank the Lt Governor for taking time our of her schedule 
to send time connecting with us and that I appreciate her commit-
ment to the people of MN and for her Public Service.  She is such a 
model of leadership for all of us.

Craig from St. Paul

Steve from Frazee 

John Magnuson, musician

I can start to pick up your signal at Moose Lake or Garrison, and 
like the smell of pine trees, then I know I’m up north. Keep up 
the great work - you’re smooth, but not polished. You have the 
grace and patience to tolerate some empty space. And there are 
plenty of days where I’d just as soon hear about the shenanigans 
of the tufted titmouse than the latest ape-like behavior inside the 
beltway.

Today John Bauer interviewed himself for What’s for Breakfast 
and talked about his first experience of KAXE and it reminded me 
of my first real experience. I’d stumbled onto the music program-
ming a number of times on late night drives across Northern MN, 
but it wasn’t until I moved into range of the KBXE tower in 2014 
that I truly discovered the station. I can still remember listening 
to the morning show for the first time on a Wednesday morning, 
the day after I moved, and Maggie was talking to someone about 
gardening. I distinctly remember feeling like I had come home 
from a foreign country and that these are my people. Then I dis-
covered John Latimer and the Phenology Show and really knew 
I had found my people because I had been teaching phenology 
for many years without even knowing what it was!! I became a 
member during the first membership drive after that and a sustai-
ning member shortly after that. Thanks for holding up a flattering 
mirror to Northern Minnesota and all of us who live here because 
we can’t imagine living anywhere else.

Thanks for the great Minnesota Music Note, y’all (especially Brett)! 
I appreciate it very much. It captures the album perfectly. Tells the 
story of the album (and little old me, such as I am) perfectly. I am 
forever indebted.
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Top 5 Election Posts
 • MEET CANDIDATE: JUDGE BEN LINDSTROM 9TH JUDICIAL DISTRICT

 • MEET CANDIDATE: JUDGE CHARLES D HALVERSON 9TH JUDICIAL DISTRICT

 • MEET CANDIDATE: JUDGE JAMES HUGHES 9TH JUDICIAL DISTRICT

 • MEET CANDIDATE: MN SUPREME COURT JUSTICE PAUL THISSEN

 • MEET ASSISTANT CHIEF JUDGE JANA M AUSTAD 9TH JUDICIAL DISTRICT

Top COVID  Posts
 • HOMESTEADING AND GROWING HEIRLOOM SEEDS IN ANGORA

 • OFFICER HEATHER HANSEN PROPOSED CLOSING OF TOGO CORRECTIONS FACILITY

 • TRAVELING NURSE ON THE NAVAJO NATION IN AZ: LISTENING TO KARLA THEILEN

 • STATEWIDE CONVERSATION WITH KRIS EHRESMANN, MDH DIRECTOR INFECTIOUS DISEASE 

 • DEEP WINTER GREENHOUSES AND YEAR-ROUND GROWING IN MINNESOTA!

Erika from Aitkin

I just want to say thank you for providing all the 
information with regards to the different judges up for 
election. Prior to reading the information your reporting 
put together, I really had no idea how the court system was 
“chopped-up” throughout the state - such as, how there 
are certain counties that represent the different districts, 
etc. I promised myself to be a much more educated voter 
this year and I think because judges shouldn’t be about 
a political party - it becomes maybe one of the most 
important elections one can take part in. Having a fair 
judicial system isn’t to be thought of lightly nor should 
it be taken granted of. Thanks again for the thorough 
information, I can only imagine the amount of time that 
was put into having this available! Keep up the good work!!
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Social Media

Top Facebook Posts

Facebook | What We’re Reading

Facebook | General

Instagram

Twitter

Facebook | Season Watch

+44

- 35

Follower over 2020

Morning Show Story 
(focus by region)

+49

+128

+1,078

So many ways to keep connected!

Northern Community Radio has always been comitted 
to fostering an informed electorate. With the volume 
of misinformation that circulates quickly around social 
media and how the pandemic changed how candidates 
were campaigning, we knew it was important to help 
provide information on those running in local elections.

Over the course of the 2020 campaign, Heidi Holtan 
facilited over 40 interviews with candidates running for 
Minnesota House and Senate seats, judicial candidates 
and more.  This was a HUGE undertaking.  While daunting 
and overwhelming at times, the candidate interviews 
were some of our most viewed web posts from the past 
year. 

A big thank you to Heidi for your hard work and 
dedication to this important project and service to our 
community. 

And to Maggie, Jennifer, Penny, Peggy, Katie, Kari and 
Sarah who helped to transcribe and create the web and 
social media posts. 

NE MN/KAXE Area 14%

NW MN/KBXE Area 8%

Brainerd Area 2%

Ely Area 1%

Everyone (all areas) 73%

 • SAD NOTICE OF HARRY HUTCHINS’ PASSING   |   12.4K

 • RICH MCCLEAR KAXE BIRTHDAY POST  |  1.7K

 • ROBERT SAXTON ON BOULDER SHOOTING |  1.6K 

 • NORTHWOODS FOLK COLLECTIVE  | 1.6K

 • BEMIDJI ENACTS MASK MANDATE  |  1.6K

 • BEMIDJI SUPERINTENDENT LUTZ ON BUDGETS | 1.6K

 • GREEN CHEESE GOES GLOBAL |  1.5K

 • WEEKLY MIXTAPE THEME  |  CONSISTENT

Top COVID  Posts



6 /  NORTH E RN  CO MMUNITY RADIO

Member &
Business Support

Membership is our largest and most 
important source of funding. You may 
have heard us say that before, but we 
really mean it. Without listener support, 
we simply could not exist. We recently 
finished our spring membership drive. 
We met our financial goal and gained 54 
new members. We also added 26 to our 
sustainer list. We now have 843 hou-
seholds who choose to give this way, 
and this makes up over 46% of our total 
membership. This is the highest this 
number has ever been! Total members-
hip at the end of April was 1,817 house-
holds.

 
We recently worked with NPR Digital 
Services to create a sparkling new on-
line pledge form. This will make online 
giving easier for the listener and allows 
them to select thank-you gifts and write 
comments that we can share on-air. 
This will be wonderful to use during our 
next membership drive!

 
Thanks, as always, to our members for 
keeping us going!

community

A  note from Jennifer Barr - 
Member Services

A  note from John Bauer - Development Director

Local underwriting at KAXE/KBXE 
has taken a hit in 2020/21 as a 
result of the pandemic. Like many 
other stations, underwriting at NCR 
became secondary to local busi-
nesses and non-profits. It didn’t 
matter if they were big or small, 
business owner priorities became 
keeping their employees and in 
many cases, staying afloat. Howe-
ver, as usual, most of our business 
supporters stayed loyal and kept 
their contracts active.

A study published in December 
by public radio’s Station Resource 
Group reported that underwriting 

is in “serious trouble.” Based on sta-
tions’ preliminary budget data, the 
study estimated a 7.9% median de-
cline in underwriting sales in FY20 
and a further decline of 7.6% this 
fiscal year for the median station.

We did our best to support stru-
ggling businesses and be a good 
community partner. Those efforts 
will hopefully pay off as times get 
better. Most importantly, we will get 
back to meeting people in person 
and reestablishing those longtime 
relationships.

^ cards from listeners and members during COVID-19
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Programming
There are not really words yet for what we 
have all gone through in 2020 and 2021.  Or 
at least words that are FCC compliant.  I’m 
grateful to work for a media organization 
that has people and community at the 
core, and as we’ve found out, community 
health at the core.

This year of programming was solid and 
uplifting and real.  There were Strong 
Women coming forward to talk about: 
moving during a pandemic,  parenting, 
losing a parent, a grandchild, moving 
through a divorce.  We had MN Lt. 
Governor Peggy Flanagan’s regular and 
honest responses to COVID and protecting 
our elders and the killing of George Floyd 
and the racial inequities in our state. We 
talked with almost 40 political candidates 
and partnered with other public media 
like Lakeland Public Television and Duluth 
Public TV.   

And to my fellow staff members who came 
together to keep us broadcasting 24/7, it 
was a lot, to say the least.  But in a good 
way.  You are all rock stars.  Did I mention 
all those Cheesers who kept us going with 
their enthusiasm? Or student phenology 
reports? 

Though it’s hard to look back on this past 
year and understand what it meant, I  do 
know that I appreciated our fearless and 
committed leader Maggie Montgomery at 
the helm.  She saw the seriousness of the 
virus immediately and led us to shut down 
and keep our and the community’s health 
paramount to the good work we did.   I’m 
happy to say that we had no COVID cases 
among our staff and families because 
we took our roles seriously.  I’ve never 
been more grateful to work at Northern 
Community Radio.   But I also need a nap. 

community

Heidi Holtan
N e w s  &  P u b l i c  A f f a i r s  D i r e c t o r

Updates from News & 
Operation Directors

I think I say this every year that it’s hard 
to believe that another year has passed, 
but seriously, how did ONLY a year pass.

This year has really challenged the 
entire staff on what we are able to do to 
provide news, information and enter-
tainment.  All while working remotely or 
isolated at the station.  We found creative 
and collaborative ways to cover the pan-
demic thru our Statewide Conversations 
with Lt. Gov Peggy Flanagan and state 
health department officials.  A big thank 
you to Heidi for hosting these important 
conversations and helping provide a 
direct link to our state officials.  It’s been 
a big undertaking to host these conver-
sations and it’s greatly appreciated.

While I am thanking Heidi I would like 
to give a HUGE shout out to her for the 
work on the 2020 election coverage.  At 
times it feels like that information goes 

out in to a void and we often wonder if it 
it was worth it.  As I was pulling informa-
tion for this annual report, I can say YES, 
yes it was.  Our top 6 stories viewed on 
our webpage were Election 2020 inter-
views.

All the audio production I have done 
over the past year has been done from 
home.  I have a great set up that allows 
me to record and broadcast from the 
office in my basement.  Most staff now 
has the ability to produce from home 
and I can see this being a benefit to us as 
in the ‘before times’ we were often strug-
gling to find open production space.

While I and others spent the past year 
working remotely, Jennifer aided in 
making that possible.  She was at the 
station each and every day to answer 
phones and tend to office duties often 
times alone. A big thank you to Jennifer 

for not only chipping in to cover on-air 
shifts, but for being at the station to 
cover things there.

It’s been great hearing volunteers back 
on the air!  Hopefully that will allow staff 
to get some much needed R&R!

Sarah Bignall
D i r e c t o r  o f  O p e r a t i o n s
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This summer finally sees the construc-
tion of the KAXE tower and transmitter 
replacement.  With an expected deli-
very date in mid-August, there will be a 
subsequent low power and then off air 
period as the new tower is constructed 
and the old one destacked. 

This may be as long as six weeks and 
we’ll have a small transmitter going that 
will serve the City of Grand Rapids.  The 
Brainerd translator will be off the air 
during this time also as it receives the 

91.7 signal to rebroadcast.  This project 
will set KAXE up for the next 30 years and 
replaces a vermin infested transmitter 
building and substandard tower with a 
low maintenance broadcast plant.  

At the conclusion of this project in No-
vember, I will leave radio to pursue other 
interests.  I’m grateful for the opportu-
nity to have worked with brilliant minds 
both in the engineering world and our 
staff.

^^ Some of the voices on programs like Area Voices, What We’re Reading, Boozhoo Nana Boozhoo  and more!

A year ago I thought the pandemic 
would be over by summer, then by 
fall, then by Christmas, then, well, 
who knows. But one thing is happe-
ning that marks a big change in our 
response to a global pandemic. We’re 
getting vaccinated. And that means 
vaccinated volunteers can return to 
the airwaves as it should be. It will 
be great to have our Green Cheese, 
Morning Show, and On The River and  
America Avenue hosts live in studio 
again. 

Their words and musical choices are 
an essential part of Northern Com-
munity Radio. Having the community 
back in the studio will bring back our 
wonderfully unique sound. I can’t 
say thanks enough to the volunteers 
who have helped out while being 

stuck away from the stations. Some 
have recorded shows or music, some 
have sent playlists, lots have encou-
raged us in our efforts to keep things 
sounding like home in northern Min-
nesota. We’re still stumbling along 
a bit, but that’s because it’s our first 
pandemic. Bear with us as we make 
another transition to vaccinated 
volunteers in the studios. Remember 
that what is policy today is bound to 
change as we learn more. 

Thanks for continuing to wear your 
masks, keep socially distancing, and 
washing your hands. Thanks especia-
lly for getting your vaccine. Together 
we’ll continue to move through the 
pandemic and find our way back to 
letting listeners hear how great our 
volunteers are.

Brett Carter
V o l u n t e e r  C o o r d i n a t o r

In March, we learned we would 
not be able to broadcast at 
103.9FM in Ely. In December of 
2020, Range Paging failed to 
renewal their broadcast license in 
a timely manner, and the license 
to broadcast expired on April 1st.  
We received no notice of this from 
Range Paging and only learned of 
it through a third party. The new 
tower for 91.7FM that is being 
built later this summer will be 
taller, so it’s possible that it may 
reach further northeast, but we 
cannot guarantee that.

Update: 103.9 ElyA note from Dan Houg - 
Engineer
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A note from the Music Director

A note from Producer 
- Katie Carter

Among other things that took 
priority this past year, racial 
reckoning and equity has 
been on top of minds, and 
the music industry is taking 
note. Many stations are taking 
part in Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion (DEI) Assessments 
and Audits, and though KAXE/
KBXE hasn’t done an official 
DEI assessment yet, we are 
working on progress. 

From the Music Director’s 
desk, I am on a weekly call 
with other music industry 
folks who are working on 
better equity using creative 
ideas, have been going 
through our library and 
taking stock of what kind 
of equitable playlists and 
additional programming 
we can offer and most 
importantly, how we can 
improve. I do think the 
station has done a really 
great job over the years of 
presenting good diversity, 
both in sound, backgrounds 
and perspectives, especially 
considering we are a small 

market, rural station. Leaps 
and bounds better than 
some of the big noncomm 
stations in metro areas! But. 
We can always do better. 
We want you, our listeners, 
members and friends to 
know that we will continue 
striving to present equitable 
opportunities in our music, in 
our programming and at our 
events.

Also, a couple upcoming 
concerts to put on your 
calendar (in real life!)! We 
have two CenterStage MN 
shows at The Reif Center 
this fall, both in November. 
We Are the Willows will 
be doing a week-long 
residence and capping it 
off with a performance 
on November 18th in the 
Ives Studio Theater. And a 
reschedule from last year, 
Dave Simonett is playing 
our CenterStage show in 
the big Wilcox Theater on 
November 28th. Tickets are 
available now through the 
Reif! And keep your eyes 

out for an announcement 
coming shortly that the KAXE 
Mississippi River Festival 
will not be taking place 
this year. Everything was 
still so uncertain when it 
came time to start booking, 
musicians weren’t willing to 
schedule anything in July, 
and honestly, we weren’t 
comfortable with the thought 
of hosting an event like that 
when vaccines hadn’t even 
begun to be distributed. 
Things are moving in the 
right direction, and it looks 
like by fall there should be 
some good strides for the 
safety of us all. That said, put 
September 10th and 11th on 
your calendar for an event in 
Grand Rapids. It’s poised to 
be the biggest event we’ve 
ever been a part of, should 
be a great opportunity for 
the station, and a really great 
collaboration with other 
organizations. We’ll keep you 
posted and in the meantime, 
get your vaccine! :) Cheers to 
a better 2021.

Kari Hedlund
M u s i c  D i r e c t o r

What a year.  What day is it? 

Producing content for NCR this year has 
been grounding and inspiring in a year 
that could sometimes feel disorienting.  
The Monday Morning Show,  Area Voices, 
Visiting in the New Normal, New Music, 
Online Phenology, Sunday mornings, 

Green Cheese,  On the River…   news, 
wisdom, community, genius humans, great 
music, culture, understanding…people-
real people making positive motion in the 
world. What luck to be working on such 
things thru a pandemic.  What luck to be 
working on them ever!  
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2021 Award Winners

Community Impact
Harry Hutchins

Harry Hutchins spent many 
years on the airwaves at 
NCR promoting being a good 
steward to natural surroun-
dings.

2020 Winner:
Peggy Flannagan

Conservation 
Laura Erickson

Since 1986, Laura has been 
producing “For the Birds”.  A 
program for birders of all 
ability.  

Volunteer of the Year
Fred Friedman

For the past 30 years, Fred has 
been talking sports on KAXE/
KBXE.  Described by some as 
rough, but loveable.  He finds a 
way to relate sports to current 
events.

2020 Winner:
David John

On-Air Artistry
Michael Lyons

Michael along with the help 
of his puppet friends Natasha 
and Nana Boozhoo have kept 
us entertained while learning 
Ojibwe language and culture.

2020 Winner:
Michael Goldberg

awards

Harry Hutchins, longtime host of “A Talk on 
the Wildside” passed away March 9th, 2021.  
John Latimer shares some thoughts on his 
friend and co-host Harry. 
 
He was an amazing person...thinking back, 
I recall a panel that we were on in the local 
high school and we were talking about 
climate change. And Harry was pretty ada-
mant about climate change and about the 
way that we tend to pave the parking lot, 
you know… and,  he finally had had enou-
gh. There were people on both sides of the 
issue, and finally, he just had had enough 
and he blew up.

He just spoke sternly from his heart ...and 
there must have been one hundred applau-
ded him for just talking about exactly what 
the issue was and laying it out pretty clearly 
that things needed to be done and that 
talking around them and dressing up the 
edges wasn’t going to help. And that was 

Harry to a T. He was pleasant, he was hono-
rable, but, boy, he held by his positions and 
he wasn’t going to back down just because 
there was a lot of people who didn’t agree 
with him. He was quite the guy...He’ll be 
missed. 

Remembering 
Harry Hutchins

HARRY HUTCHINS 
CONSERVATION AWARD

To honor Harry’s commitment to 
conservation and good stewardship of 
the environment, the “Harry Hutchins 
Conservation Award” was created.

This award will honor people who are 
working to foster and educate the next 
generation of nature lovers.

The first recipient is heard on KAXE/KBXE 
three times a week a friend to Harry and 
who speaks for the birds: Laura Erickson.
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Northern Community Radio had another clean audit. Its financial 
condition is good. Net assets at the end of FY20 were $1,822,925, 
which is $179,731 more than last year.

Unrestricted net assets for the year increased by $182,770, due to 
SBA/PPP grant and emergency funds from the CPB. Cash and cash 

equivalents decreased by $125,703 (we turned over a lot of cash 
[$403,313] to Itasca County as part of the KAXE tower/transmitter 
project - a requirement to receive State of MN bonding. We will still 
use the money to build). Cash and cash equivalents on hand at the 
end of FY20 were $346,240. The full audit is available at kaxe.org.

Financials

Jennifer Barr, Member Services Manager
John Bauer, Development Director
Sarah Bignall, Director of Operations
Brett Carter, Producer/Volunteer Coordinator
Katie Carter, Producer
Kari Hedlund, Music Director
Penny Holcomb, Business Manager
Heidi Holtan, News and Public Affairs Director
Dan Houg, Engineer
John Latimer, Staff Phenologist
Maggie Montgomery, General Manager (retiring July 2021)
Peggy Stevens, Development Associate, Legacy Coordinator

BOARD OF DIRECTORS 2020-21
Doug Baker, Grand Rapids, President
Julie Crabb, Meadowlands, Vice President
Chris Bergquist, Grand Rapids, Secretary
Tom Legg, Aitkin, Treasurer
Jenn Gorman, Bovey
Kathleen Hermerding, Brainerd
David Manuel, Ponemah
Mary Mitchell, Bemidji
Charlie Parson, Puposky
Jefferson Reynolds, Hibbing
David John Scribner, Bemidji

Staff and Board

Karen from Brainerd

Now that I work from home, I keep 
KAXE tuned in during the day. It’s 
essential to get up and move during 
the day. I dance to the music on my 
breaks. I love the Morning Show too – 
a great way to start my days.
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