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Paul Knuti

Habitai for Humanity

Paul Knuti of Embarrass,
Minnesota, explains his move to
Minnesota and how he started in
volunteer work. "I was living in
Chicago, but I'm from the Iron
Range. In 1996, we wanted to do
something different, so we decided
to move to Minnesota. We found
this farm family that was a third
generation, and they wanted to do
something different also, so they
sold the farm fo us. We wanted
property to have horses. We built
a new house. I had been doing
consulting and finally decided not
to do that. We both wanted to do
community service. Habitat for
Humanity had been on my mind in
Chicagpo.

"I noticed in the local paper the
Habitat board meeting was meeting
on a certain date. [ called and said
I was interested, so I was invited to
the first meeting. [ was introduced
to the committee as a new volunteer.
When they asked me what I
wanted to do, it wasn't going to be
construction. They said, “Why don't
you help with family selection?” I
was on that committee for five or
six years and then got into some
board leadership positions”

At that tfime, Habitat for Humanity
was a volunteer-run operation.
Because of Pauls background,
he took an active interest when
they started to consider hiring an
executive director. "It was a very
difficult decision to hire an executive
director. It was all volunteer. Over

three years, we had to nurture the
idea. We had some people who
said, “were not spending a nickel
on administration, but then we
were saying, ‘we need to build more
houses! It was fun and challenging
to do that.

“As president, I was stuck with
the job of recruiting someone [he
smiles]. [ had business experience
to do that. A fellow in our church
said, “Theres a young person named
Mathan who you should talk to for
the job: ™

Mathan Thompson tells of his
experience after being contacted to
interview for the position. “I knew
Paul only from church, and he was
always dressed prim and proper.
So he told me to meet at the Four
Corners Restaurant in Embarrass
for a breakfast meeting. I'm dressed
up in a suit, and Paul came in his
overalls right off the farm. We were
quite a sight in this small rural
restaurant. Paul can go through a
resume and get everything out of
it in an interview to learn about
someone.”

Mow in his 16th year at Habitat
for Humanity, Nathan continues
talking about how his relationship
with Paul evolved after being hired
“asa young, green executive director.
The mentorship he has provided
to me and the whule organization
over the years is important to my
successes as an executive director
and success to the organization.
To me, the value of people who
are newly retired have so much
value to add to any organization
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and our nonprofit world. The great
partnership with the board that has
great horsepower and harmony—
we've nurtured that over the years.
The ability to share that knowledge
has been great for us”

Paul adds, “The concept for Habitat
for Humanity is exceptional. From
my consulting days, | knew a
successful board was necessary,
and Nathan and I have worked on
that. We all had a commonality of
purpose that has guided us”

Paul explains further progress.
“When he was hired, we had no
permanent office. Before we built
this facility, we moved to five or six
different locations over the years to
keep rent free. My desk on the farm
was where the mail got opened. The
people on the board dealing with
finances said pretty soon that theyd
rather work with Nathan because
he knows what he’s doing. We had
accounting people like Bob Jordan
who had been on faculty at the
University of Wisconsin, Superior.
He helped Nathan understand how
we needed to function. Nathan was
smart enotigh to see the capabilities
of the people on the board and
work with them. Finding people
and utilizing them when we need
them reguired finding a full-time
construction manager. Do we need
a person on staff doing recruiting
and fundraising for us? Sure we do”
50 the nonprofit continued to grow.

Before hiring Nathan, Habitat for
Humanity was building one home
a year. They are building five new
homes in 2019. They stagger the






starts, but at one time in the season
they are all being built at the same
time.

Paul continues to be involved in
family selection. “That has always
been challenge number one. We
need to have an ample base of
potential candidates. Many people
feel it's just not in the cards, like a
person who is making $23,000 and
doesn't feel he can afford a home.
The criteria starts with need. It
includes the ability to pay for a
no-interest mortgage payment
Two big issues are people being
overburdened with rent, and there
isnt much low-income housing
available. The people need to
be selected in advance of their
construction. There
needs to be a building
site in their community,
and they need to
contribute sweat equity. R
Then we need the Mg g
volunteer base to get
the work done. The
maintenance issue is
minimized because they
are 50 energy efficient”
“There are other aspects ||
to home ownership.
Habitat Minnesota
survey statements say
things like, My son
studies more than
before. My daughter now
plays soccer! It makes a
difference in many ways."
Paul hasa full life on his ranch as well
and keeps finding new challenges.
“One of my dreams after working
on a ranch in Montana was to own
finished ranch horses. 1 finally
raised enough to buy horses from
there. When you have horses, you
have to use them. [ compete doing
cutting. It's really disciplined, a high
skill deal for the horses and the
rider. My big accomplishment last
year was getting my rookie buckle
from the Minnesota association.
“Ovwer the years, I haven't spent a

lot of time on building sites. I was
never highly skilled as a carpenter.

The stuff [ do on the farm is enough
with saws and drills. I have spent
time on other things like recruiting
and selection of people. We have an
active nominating and governance
committee. We review the bylaws
every year. | help with longer-term
planning and do strategic planning
sessions. That's what [ can help with
and enjoy doing.

“I pget the same amount of
satisfaction as I did 20 years ago,
or more so. The only challenge for
me is working on my small beef
farm operation and a couple other
community interests. Allocating my
time to my interests is the challenge.

“The point is, theres lots of ways to
help”

Paul Knutiand Nathan Thompson
in the Habitat for Humanity office
in Virginia, Minnesota.
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