
M I N U T E S 
COMMITTEE-OF-THE-WHOLE WORK SESSION 

 January 31, 2008 
City Hall Conference Room 

5:30 p.m. 
 
PRESENT:    Mayor Stiehm, Council Member-at-Large Christopherson, Council 

Members McAlister, Hecimovich, Austin, Martin, Dick Pacholl, and Scott 
Pacholl. 

   
ABSENT:  None.   
 
STAFF PRESENT: Human Resources Director Trish Wiechmann, Fire Chef Dan Wilson, 

Employees of the Fire Department, City Administrator Hurm, and 
Administrative Services Director Tom Dankert. 

  
ALSO PRESENT:   Cy Smythe from Labor Relations Associates, Public, Austin Post Bulletin, 

and Austin Daily Herald. 
 
Mayor Stiehm opened the meeting at 5:30 p.m.  
 
Item #1 Fire Department:  Mr. Hurm gave a brief introduction into where we are at with the 
Fire Department.  Cy Smythe, who has represented the City of Austin for years in labor 
negotiations, stated we are talking about a union issue here.  Mr. Smythe gave some background 
regarding Minnesota Statutes and how the labor laws were formed in Minnesota.  Mr. Smythe 
stated Minnesota Statute 179A.07 subdivision 1 discusses management’s rights under Public 
Employees Labor Relations Act (PELRA)  There are certain subjects not eligible to be 
bargained.  These are inherent managements rights including work schedules, budget, and 
staffing levels.  The Council may need to review the organization structures, however, arbitration 
rulings have consistently stated they will not rule on work schedules as this is management’s 
rights.  Labor/management committees may accomplish this through open meetings with each 
other though.  Mr. Smythe stated the Fire Chief needs to look at the needs of the Fire Department 
to set work schedules based on the incidents during the different times of the day.  If the Fire 
Department is going to run as paramedics, you will need a different schedule than what you 
currently have. 
 
Jim Eppen, head of the I.A.F.F.’s negotiations committee stated that he agrees with Mr. Smythe, 
that the schedule is not able to be bargained.  We need people here when the citizens need the 
response.  Mr. Eppen stated he does not dispute the current contract language  However, this 
should not be one person’s decision as to what the schedules should be.  A committee should be 
performed between the Chief/staff/Council.  Mr. Eppen handed out an article from St. Cloud 
stating that the Fire Department is helping the Police Department with responses to medical 
emergencies.  Mr. Eppen stated we know what the Fire Chief/City Administrator want, and we 
also know what the employees of the Fire Department want. 
 
Mayor Stiehm stated the City Council will determine what the schedule should be.  This is also a 
good time for the council to learn about the Fire Department. 
 



Mr. Eppen stated some time ago Council set the staffing levels via a resolution.  The labor 
management committee is not going anywhere until the schedules get resolved.  If Austin goes to 
less than a 24-hour schedule with full time staff, then you will be a groundbreaker in Minnesota.  
No other city does this.  Somebody needs to be at the fire station 24 hours per day, and you can 
set the minimum staffing levels. 
 
Mayor Stiehm noted he has been informed that we need two people full time at the fire station all 
of the time.  Mr. Eppen stated this would not add anybody to the current nine employees.  There 
would be 40% more hours for staff to respond to fires, but you wouldn’t have a full-time 
inspector on duty.  Mr. Eppen stated the Fire Department employees will work a different 
schedule for the same money. 
 
Council Member Hecimovich questioned if there is special certification for an inspector.  Mr. 
Eppen stated no, but there is some special training they should have.  Mr. Eppen noted fire 
prevention is a major part of their job. 
 
Council Member Austin stated is it correct that the employees of the Fire Department would 
prefer to work 24 hours on, then 48 hours off?  Mr. Eppen noted that was correct. 
 
Fire Chief Dan Wilson stated Albert Lea and Winona spend more dollars in overtime to maintain 
minimum staffing levels.  With minimum staffing levels, overtime may need to be called in 
when people are on vacation or call in sick. 
 
Fire Chief Wilson indicated that when the old 24-hr. shifts were there, we had three firefighters 
per shift.  Often times there was two off at the same time leaving only one person on duty all day 
long – 24 hours.  With the current schedule, there are more firefighters at the station during the 
daytime hours when the paid/on-call firefighters are less available. 
 
Council Member Martin asked whether the on-call people can have a couple of beers.  Fire Chief 
Wilson indicated that the department has a zero tolerance.  Council Member Martin commented 
that the citizens would be safer with two guys at the station than two guys drinking and getting 
paged. 
 
Council Member Austin asked if it was ever a problem to get the 15 firefighters necessary to a 
fire scene.  Fire Chief Wilson stated that on some occasions it has been. 
 
Council Member Martin stated that he believes that two firefighters can go out on a call and 
asked if this was correct.  Fire Chief Wilson stated that department employees used to say that 
sending only two out for a call was unsafe; now as of four weeks ago department employees 
have indicated they believe it is safe.  Therefore the department policy has now changed to allow 
only two firefighters to respond to a call. 
 
Fire Chief Wilson talked about Austin’s ISO rating.  It is currently a 4, the department missed a 3 
rating by mere points.  The best in the state is a 2.  Two of the largest insurance companies do 
not even use this rating.  There are many career fire departments throughout the state that have 
lower rating than Austin. 
 



Council Member Hecimovich asked if the current (new) schedule would affect the response time, 
would there be a difference.  Fire Chief Wilson indicated that individuals only have three 
minutes to get out of their home; the fire department cannot get there fast enough.  Fire Chief 
Wilson used the Ellis Middle School fire as an example – in this case the fire actually burned for 
several hours before the fire department was notified.  Nowadays, steps are being taken for the 
fire department to get earlier notification through technology. 
 
Council Member Dick Pacholl stated he believes with the nine firefighters we have we should 
have three shifts of three people.  He indicated that he would love to see more – hire more – but 
if this is what we have, we need to work with it. 
 
Fire Chief Wilson indicated that in order to keep three people at the station at all times will cost 
the City more money. 
 
Council-Member-At-Large Christopherson stated that some things are just going to cost more 
money.  He questioned whether we are underutilizing our department personnel.  With three on 
duty, you can only let one person off; the others just need to work. 
 
Mayor Stiehm indicated that the Council should take some time to review the information. 
 
Firefighter Troy Tigner indicated that he believes the response time has increased slightly since 
2003.  He also indicated that if department personnel are able to do EMS, this would increase the 
things they are able to do. 
 
Council Member Hecimovich asked if the Labor Management Committee is working and 
questioned why they can’t discuss this and bring a recommendation to the Council.  Council 
Member Austin questioned even having the Council set the schedule and questioned whether this 
is something that should be set at the department level. 
 
Firefighter Tigner indicated that they would like to see other alternatives.  He wants the Council 
to set the schedule and the department can work on it. 
 
Council Member Hecimovich stated that he wants and the Council should too, the best coverage 
for the city’s money. 
 
Fire Chief Wilson indicated that there have been seven fire deaths in Austin since his time with 
the Austin Fire Department (24 years).  What we (the department) needs to do is prepare people 
to get out of their homes quicker through earlier notification.  Mayor Stiehm stated that he 
believes the City does have good education and smoke detector programs and commended the 
department on that. 
 
Council Member McAlister stated he was a bit confused.  He believed the original intent of the 
meeting was to talk about putting the two firefighters who had been on a 24-hr. shift in 2007 
back on the 24-hr. shift in 2008, now we are talking about EMS, EMT and adding more 
employees?   
 



Council Member McAlister stated that nobody has come forward to say that the current schedule 
isn’t working.  He asked Fire Chief Wilson if it’s true that most people die before the fire, 
meaning they die from smoke inhalation.  Fire Chief Wilson responded in the affirmative. 
 
Mayor Stiehm stated that Council Member McAlister’s point is well taken; the Council needs to 
gather more information. 
 
Council Member Martin indicated that people aren’t okay; they are mad about the change. 
 
Council Member McAlister indicated that personnel issues and schedule/response times are two 
different issues. 
 
Minnesota Professional Fire Fighters representative, Jim Eppen questioned why there would 
need to be five people per shift. If the City wants to keep three firefighters on duty, you can do 
that with four people per shift.  Mr. Eppen also wanted to provide clarification on the original 
intent of the meeting; he doesn’t believe that the original intent was to put two people back on 
24-hr. shifts, but to talk about where the department needs to go. 
 
Motion by Council Member Martin, seconded by Council Member Dick Pacholl to recommend 
to Council to go back to what the schedule was pre-January 2008.  Council Member Martin 
stated that we can’t keep putting this off. 
 
Cyrus Smythe, the City’s Labor Consultant stated that it would be unwise of the Council to make 
a decision on this.  The Council first needs to decide what functions the department needs to 
perform.  The Council can provide input, but this should be developed through the Labor 
Management Committee.  Mr. Smythe indicated that schedules will continually change; they 
don’t always stay the same.  The worst thing the Council could do is to impose a work schedule. 
 
Motion by Council Member Martin, seconded by Council Member Dick Pacholl to address the 
fire department issues at the next work session and that it be the only topic addressed.  Carried 7-
0. 
 
Council Member At-Large Christopherson suggested that everybody write down what they think 
the department should do. 
 
Council Member Austin wanted to clarify; did Council Member Martin want this topic on the 
next work session or have a special meeting?  Because the agenda is already set for the next 
council work session on Monday, February 4. 
 
Motion by Council Member Martin, seconded by Council Member Dick Pacholl to amend the 
previous motion to add the topic of the fire department to the work session agenda for Monday, 
February 4, 2008.  Carried 7-0.  Item will be added to the 2/4/08 agenda. 
 
There being no further business, motion by Council Member Martin, seconded by Council 
Member Dick Pacholl, to adjourn the meeting.  Motion passed unanimously.  Meeting was 
adjourned at 7:25 pm. 
 
 



 
 
There being no further business, motion by Council Member Hecimovich, seconded by Council 
Member-at Large Christopherson, to adjourn the meeting.  Motion passed unanimously.  
Meeting was adjourned at 7:45 pm. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
       
Tom Dankert 
Director of Administrative Services 


