
M I N U T E S 
COUNCIL WORK SESSION 

August 31, 2004 
5:00 PM 

 
PRESENT: Mayor Rietz, Council Member-at-Large Goodnature, Council Members 

Pacholl, Christopherson, Chamberlain, Jorgenson, Koch, and Nordin 
 
ABSENT: None 
 
STAFF PRESENT: Jon Erichson, Jim Hurm, Denny Maschka, and Tom Dankert 
 
ALSO PRESENT: KAAL TV-6, Austin Daily Herald, and Austin Post Bulletin 
 
Mayor Rietz opened the meeting at 5:00 p.m. by noting the purpose of tonight’s meeting is to 
establish a proposed tax levy and budget for council to adopt at the September 7 city council 
meeting.  By state law, the city must have a proposed tax levy adopted by September 15 of each 
year, and the proposed tax levy may not be increased after September 15. 
 
Mr. Dankert opened the discussion by noting that we have balanced the budget for 2005 and things 
should be fine, but in future years as LGA/tax increases lag behind the increased cost of salaries 
and benefits, we will need some massive changes to the way we do business.  Mr. Dankert noted if 
the city received another $1 million of LGA, our problem would be solved for a few years, but that 
is not likely to come any time soon.  Mayor Rietz and City Administrator Hurm noted that the 
projections for the State of Minnesota include a deficit of $1 billion, so we may be lucky to retain 
the LGA we currently have.  Mr. Dankert noted that he is sending up a “big red flag” to council in 
that we cannot sustain the same way of living in the next three to ten years at the way we are going.  
Expenditures are outpacing revenues, and we are slowly using the one-time capital outlay dollars to 
help finance operational activities. 
 
Mr. Dankert discussed the booklet outlining the 2005 proposed budget and tax levy.  Mr. Dankert 
noted the highlights in the seven-page cover memo.  Mr. Noted we have proposed a 6% tax 
increase, plus a 3% increase that would cover the estimated growth in our communities (new homes 
and commercial establishments now paying taxes for the first time).  This is a rough estimate for 
the growth based on numbers and past track records from the Mower County Assessor’s office. 
 
The total tax increase of $229,559 would put our tax levy at $2,780,000 for the taxes payable 2005 
year.  Mr./ Dankert noted the State of Minnesota pays part of this tab through a state aid called 
Market Value Credit. 
 
Mr. Dankert outlined the staffing requests that were made for the 2005 budget, as follows: 

• Increase Fire Department secretary from 15 hours per week to 20 hours per week 
• Increase paid-on-call staff at Fire Department by 10 
• Add a police investigator 
• Add a park maintenance employee 
• Retain the Street Department employee that was put on hold (WWTP vacancy) 

 
Mr. Dankert noted we have included an increase of 6 paid on call fire fighters in this budget.  Any 
other of the above items would need to have an additional 3% tax levy increase, or reduction of 
another operating expense in order to fund the position.  Mr. Dankert did note that an additional 



$19,000 was included in the Park Maintenance Department to help cover the increased cost of 
mowing the park areas. 
 
Mr. Dankert briefly went over the agency requests that we fund on an annual basis, noting some 
entities have requested additional funding for 2005 above what is being given for 2004. 
 
Mr. Dankert discussed the different budgets of the City of Austin.  Council members asked various 
questions during the session. 
 
Mayor Rietz questioned council if there was any interest in adding another 3% tax levy increase (on 
top of what has been proposed) to fund the police officer position.  The following comments were 
made: 

• Council Member Jorgenson noted she has wanted this position for years, and she 
would be willing to increase taxes an additional 3% (above the proposed 9% total) to 
cover this cost. 

• Council Member Nordin noted she would support the position, and would also 
recommend an additional 5-6% (above the proposed 9% total) tax levy increase to 
cover this additional cost and give us some budget room. 

• Council Member Koch stated he is in favor of the position but would like it funded 
out of the proposed tax increase. 

• Council Member-at-Large Goodnature noted adding one additional police officer 
will not accomplish what the public wants.  Council Member-at-Large Goodnature 
noted he would not like to do this, but would be willing to support the position if we 
could fund it within the existing proposed tax levy. 

• Council Member Chamberlain stated the additional 3% might not be the answer.  
What are our priorities?  If Public Safety is our number one priority, then we should 
support this position.  Council Member Chamberlain stated he is not willing, 
however, to go an additional 3%. 

• Council Member Pacholl stated he understands both sides, but that he ran on 
improvements to the Police and Fire Departments, therefore he would like the 
position in the 2005 budget, but would stick to the 9% total tax increase. 

• Council Member Christopherson stated he would go for 5% plus the growth of 3%, 
but would be willing to increase this to 6% plus growth, as proposed, only if the 
additional officer is funded from within the existing proposed budget and tax levy. 

 
Mayor Rietz questioned City Engineer Jon Erichson how we would move somebody from the 
Street Department over to the Wastewater Treatment Plant.  Mr. Erichson stated that he did not 
know, as we have never done this before.  The different contracts and posting rights would have to 
be reviewed, and this will be a very difficult task. 
 
Council Member Jorgenson stated she has would vote for the total nine percent tax increase, instead 
of her proposal of 12% total, but would like some assurances that the additional police officer 
would be included.  Council Member-at-Large Goodnature stated that assurance could not be given, 
and only if additional cuts to cover the cost of the police officer can be made, would this position 
then be funded. 
 
After further discussion, motion by Council Member-at-Large Goodnature, seconded by Council 
Member Koch to recommend to council on September 7, 2004 the proposed tax levy of $2,780,000, 
which represents a nine percent tax levy increase (6% plus 3% for growth), for the payable 2005 
year.  Carried 6-1 (Nordin – Nay). 
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Some further discussion ensued, with the following comments: 
 

• Council Member Koch stated that we should review the allotments the city gives 
out (on page 4-1 of the proposed budget, such as Band, Local Artist, etc.). 

• Council Member Koch noted we need to seriously review the funding for the 
flowers. 

• Council Member Koch stated that we need to challenge our department heads and 
employees to look at the ever increasing cost of health insurance to the city, as we 
cannot keep funding the majority of this cost. 

• Council Member Chamberlain stated that if he has to chose between flowers and a 
police officer, the police officer will win every time.  We need to start deciding 
what we want and what we need. 

 
Mr. Dankert asked for clarification, that we would start going through the budgets again to look for 
further reductions in order to fund the requested police officer position and the proposed street 
position that is being proposed to be transferred to the Wastewater Treatment Plant.  No objections 
were noted.  Additionally, staff and benefit cuts are off limits, as are capital outlay and charges that 
fund capital outlay (and insurances, sick leave, etc.) are also off limits for further cuts, as these will 
not help us long term.  Council noted that was correct, we need to find some true operational cuts in 
order to fund these items. 
 
Moved by Council Member Koch, seconded by Council Member Paschal to adjourn the meeting 
at 6:43 p.m.  Carried 7-0. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
       
Director of Administrative Services 
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