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Area IX/Flathead County Agency on Aging Advisory Council 
MINUTES OF MEETING: January 14, 2021 

 
Prepared by: Christine Neater 
The meeting was held via zoom: 
https://zoom.us/j/96373336724?pwd=SzExeVNRRzlCUUQ4TGZWVFhNak0zUT09  
Meeting ID: 963 7333 6724 
Passcode: 298165 
 
CALL TO ORDER: Lois Katz, Chair, called the meeting to order. 2:08 pm 
 
PRESENT: 
 Members: Lois Katz, Jennifer Schaffner, Diane Queen-Miller, Janice Casarotto and Commissioner Pam 

Holmquist 
 Staff: Lisa Sheppard (Director) and Christine Neater (Community Outreach Coordinator) 
 Guests: Rayne Beach, Kris Carlson, and Chad Campbell, Regional Director for U.S. Sen. Jon Tester 
 
PUBLIC COMMENT: There was no public comment. 
 
CHAIR OPENING REMARKS: Lois welcomed everyone and introduced new Advisory Council Member, 
Janice Casarotto. 
 
APPROVAL OF THE MINUTES: Minutes were reviewed. Janice Casarotto made the motion to approve the 
minutes. Jennifer Schaffner seconded. All in favor. Motion passed. 
 
AOA Director Report: 
 Lisa welcomed Janice as well as the guests who attended.  
 COVID Updates: 

o Good news about the vaccine. Healthcare workers and nursing facility/assisted living residents are being 
vaccinated now. The next phase includes those 70 and older, Native Americans, other people of color and 
those 60-69 at higher risk because of underlying medical conditions. Vaccines are being given by 
appointment only at the county fairgrounds, and the hotline is open for people to call to get on the list. We 
expect front line workers and those 60 and older will become eligible sometime in the spring.   

o Commissioner Holmquist added that the vaccine process is progressing as quickly as possible with about 
1000 doses being administered each week. She commended the County Health Officer, Joe Russell, for a 
job well done. The hotline is currently experiencing difficulties because of the volume of calls but they 
are working on it so people should be patient and keep trying.  

o Lois said that Woodland Clinic told her to watch the newspapers for information on who is eligible and to 
call as soon as you meet the criteria.   

o It does not appear that private healthcare providers will be offering vaccines at this point. 
o Diane asked about the requirement for two shots and where we are in terms of people being fully 

vaccinated. Someone noted some healthcare workers have already received second doses. 
o Jennifer Schaffner reminded everyone it’s important to continue to distance and wear masks even if 

you’ve had the vaccine as it takes a while to be fully protected.  
o Aging Programs Updates: 

o Office: The AOA offices remain closed to public, but staff is doing business over the phone and 
computer. The processes used during Open Enrollment provided a higher level of assistance than in past 
years; even so, we miss the important face to face contact.   
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o Nutrition: The AOA Dining Room and senior center meal sites are not yet open in order to protect diners 
and the Nutrition staff. Some staff/volunteers have had Covid-19, creating staff shortages.  We continue 
to experience approximately a 20% increase in Meals on Wheels demand since March 2020. We are on 
track to serve 100,000 home-delivered meals this year. Given that most clients meet normal eligibility 
criteria, it is unclear whether any of them will go off service once Covid is no longer a concern or even 
how many will shift to onsite dining once we re-open. This could create longer-term funding concerns. 

o In-home/Independent Living services: We continue to provide these services, with the exception of 
Care Farm. There is quite a bit of ebb and flow in the level of service provided as people vary in their 
comfort level with having attendants in their home due to changing COVID levels. There is also a normal 
fluctuation in service due to attrition. Just one individual going off respite, for example, can result in a 
significant drop in hours provided until someone new comes on.  A special note about Caregiver 
Support: We continue to have respite funding and have launched a more comprehensive approach to 
supporting caregivers, including Trualta, a web-based education and self-care platform. We are hoping 
Council members can help spread the word. 

o Veteran-Directed Care (VDC) Program:  We’ve only had only one new enrollment since March 2020 
and have lost several previously enrolled vets due to changes in how the state VA is administering the 
program, resulting in a declining census from a high of 42 to 32 currently.  The other three Area Agencies 
on Aging who provide the service have received very few referrals and are experiencing overall attrition 
as well. As a group, we are trying to work with state and national VA offices to address our concerns and 
ensure the future viability of the program.  

o Outreach: It continues to be a challenge to engage in effective outreach during COVID since we are 
unable to initiate and participate in community events (most have been cancelled) and other in-person 
efforts. We’ve relied more heavily on media, website, newsletters, etc.  

o Senior Centers: Area centers are providing Melas on Wheels as usual, but Kalispell is the only one 
offering activities at this time, mostly at the Fairgrounds where they can distance.  

o Ombudsman Program:  Staff are not yet going into facilities. The state is working on visiting protocols 
as the vaccines roll out. The work is very challenging to do remotely, but staff are doing as much as they 
can over the phone with residents, families and facility staff. They are also following-up on all incident 
reports. Lois asked if facilities are closed. Lisa responded that some are allowing limited visits and some 
are now taking new residents. Jennifer noted closures vary due to each facility’s COVID situation. She is 
working to coordinate getting cards from school kids to residents to help mitigate social isolation. 

o Budget: 
o We are beginning to develop the county budget for FY 2022, which begins July 2021.  
o It will be some time before we know with any certainly about federal or state funding. We are anticipating 

“flat” or slightly elevated federal funding barring any additional COVID related funds. We are 
anticipating a potential cut in state funding given reduced state revenues this past year due to COVID, but 
we have no idea if it will actually materialize or how much. 

o The state legislature is in session. Lisa suggested member sign up for the legislative email alerts from 
Missoula Aging Services (MAS) as that is the best avenue to stay informed during the session. MAS also 
provides updates on national aging issues. 

o Lisa reminded members how important is it to let their legislator know how critical aging services are to 
the older adults in the Flathead.  

o Transit Update: 
o The Mountain Climber name and logo are replacing “Eagle Transit.” Bus wraps are being put on now that 

reflect the new branding. Promotion includes a new Facebook page, and a new website is in progress.  
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o The other big change is that transit is set to become a county department separate from the Agency on 
Aging. This shift has been many years in the making and the timing is right. Commissioners will formally 
vote on the change shortly and a new director will be hired.  

o At end of September, due to COVID-related staff shortages, we suspended our fix routes in Kalispell and 
transitioned to a demand response model where all passengers, not just those with disabilities, can request 
door-to-door rides, with in advance or on-demand. We are considering making this change permanent as 
it offers us the ability to serve more people, and it has been a big hit with riders. Overall demand is lower 
than normal right now due to COVID so we are able to handle the increased volume of calls into dispatch, 
but as the demand returns to pre-COVD levels, we are looking to purchase a new software system that 
will allow passengers to book their own rides through a computer/smart phone app and will more 
efficiently route rides in real time. 

o We are looking at the possibility of purchasing the existing bus shelters in our area with COVID funding. 
We are waiting for the results of an independent business valuation to determine if they would produce 
enough annual advertising revenue to be worth the investment. 

o Diane asked about the transit service area and how far south it goes in Kalispell. Lisa responded that we 
are covering all of Kalispell city limits and much of Evergreen, noting that might change as demand 
returns to pre-COVID levels.    

o Lois asked if we are receiving any revenue from the bus wraps as we did in the past. Lisa said the current 
bus wraps are our own look/brand as opposed to ads. We’ve only had a few buses wrapped with ads for 
several years now and so were not receiving much of a revenue boost from them. It made sense to use the 
valuable “real estate” of the buses to promote our own service. Additionally, the advertisements made it 
hard for people to recognize the buses as public transportation. We did, however, design the new wraps to 
attract sponsors and acknowledge their support on the back of the vehicles. We will also have the option 
to sell “in app” advertising once we have new software in place. We’ve had some interest from local 
businesses already, and we think we can make up and even surpass lost bus wrap ad revenue.   

o Lois also asked if we have enough small vehicles to cover demand response service. Lisa said we are 
actually using all but the largest buses for the new service but will request smaller vehicles annually going 
forward.  

o Lois wanted to know if the number of clients per vehicle is still limited because of COVID. Lisa said we 
are transporting as few people per vehicle as demand will allow but that people do have to share vehicles 
sometimes. We are requiring masks of drivers and passengers and following enhanced cleaning protocols. 
If a person is uncomfortable sharing a vehicle, they can ask dispatchers what time of day is least busy and 
schedule rides then if they have that kind of flexibility in when they need to travel.  

o Staffing Changes: 
o The Aging Services Program Manager position is currently open. Susan Kunda is moving to a new 

position where she will be able to focus more on Ombudsman work.  
 
MEMBER ANNOUNCEMENTS: 
• Jennifer announced that the WINGS fundraiser for cancer patients will be February 4-5. She will send out 

more information. 
 

NEXT MEETING: April 8, 2021 (virtual) 
 
ADJOURNMENT at 3:05 pm. Janice Cassarotto motioned to adjourn and Jennifer Schaffner seconded. All in 
favor.  


