
M I N U T E S 

COMMITTEE-OF-THE-WHOLE WORK SESSION 

 April 20, 2009 

City Hall Council Chambers  

6:45 p.m. 

 
PRESENT:    Mayor Stiehm, Council Member-at-Large Anderson, Council Members 

McAlister, King, Austin, Martin (until 7:15 p.m.), Clennon, and Pacholl. 

   

ABSENT:  None.   

 

STAFF PRESENT: Craig Hoium, Jon Erichson, Kim Underwood, Tom Dankert and Jim 

Hurm. 

  

ALSO PRESENT:   Dick Nordin, Troy Tigner and Tim Olson of the I.A.F.F., Austin Post 

Bulletin and Austin Daily Herald.  Public. 

 

Mayor Stiehm opened the meeting at 6:45 pm.   

 

Item #1.  – Closed session on property acquisition for jail/justice center project pursuant to 

M.S. 13D.05, Subd. 3(3):  See tape of closed meeting.  

 

Item #2. – Spamtown Belle:  Dick Nordin, volunteer with the Spamtown Belle, discussed the 

attraction Austin has with the Spamtown Belle.  Mr. Nordin stated hundreds of people ride this 

attraction every year, both residents and visitors to our city.  Mr. Nordin stated the captains and 

first mates donate over 400 hours of their personnel time per season to run the Belle.  Mr. Nordin 

admitted that there are some hidden costs in that some Park and Recreation employees help get 

the boat in the water and take it out during the year, but this is done at the Park and Recreation 

convenience so we are not telling them when the boat has to be loaded.  Mr. Nordin stated the 

Belle is now in good shape and they are hoping to reduce the subsidy from the taxpayers from 

$1,100 down to $700-$800.  Mr. Nordin stated there are also some issues if the Belle is not 

funded, or insured, as it may be a greater cost later to re-rate the vessel. 

 

Council Member Austin stated he appreciates where Mr. Nordin is coming from on this as it is a 

unique attraction.  However, three years ago we as council stated that it should be self-sufficient 

in three years.  We need to stick to this with the impending state reduction of our Local 

Government Aid (LGA).  Council Member Austin stated that with the history we have and the 

current circumstance of the budget, we just cannot support this now. 

 

Mayor Stiehm stated this was also a symbolic cut and it is not about the $1,100.  However 

having the citizens look at a higher tax bill and also looking at employee furloughs/layoffs while 

still funding the Belle has created some issues.  Mayor Stiehm stated he would gladly help raise 

funds by knocking on doors with Mr. Nordin if he liked. 

 

Mr. Nordin stated he did not recall getting a three-year requirement to become self-sufficient.  

Council Member Austin clarified that the “mood/tone” of the meeting three years ago was the 

self sufficiency need.  Council Member Pacholl stated he agreed with Council Member Austin 
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on this; if we can eliminate crossing guards then how can we afford the flowers and the Belle.  

Mr. Nordin stated there are 1,000 people that take advantage of this program. 

 

Council Member King stated he has received lots of phone calls from city staff, the Park and 

Recreation Board, and the Convention and Visitors Bureau that are not supporting the Belle.  

Council Member King stated he would like to dry dock the vessel for a year, and still keep it 

insured.  Mayor Stiehm agreed, noting the symbolic gesture it would make to the citizens and 

employees. 

 

Council Member-at-Large Anderson stated citizens are stopping her in the grocery store and 

other places that are concerned with our budget and the costs associated with items that are 

“frosting on the cake”.  Council Member-at-Large Anderson also stated employee furloughs 

while still funding these things does not make much sense. 

 

Council Member Dick Pacholl stated if he had to choose, the crossing guards would be funded 

instead of the Belle. 

 

After further discussion, motion by Council Member Austin, seconded by Council Member 

Pacholl, to recommend to Council to support the Spamtown Belle, but not financially.  Further 

discussion ensued that we should look at the costs of our staff involved with the Belle, but that 

those costs should not be counted in the financial assistance.  Carried 6-0.  Item will be added to 

the May 4 council agenda to cut the funding for the Spamtown Belle for 2009. 

 

Council Member McAlister stated he is curious why we don’t fund it, even though it is our boat, 

not Mr. Nordin’s. 

 

Item #4. – Residential handicap ramps:  Mr. Hoium stated our population is getting older, and 

eventually these citizens may need a ramp up to their house in order to exit and enter their 

homes.  There are setback requirements on these, but sometimes the ramps come right out to the 

sidewalk.  When the original homeowner moves, the ramp stays there even though it may not be 

needed. 

 

Mr. Hoium outlined a proposed ordinance amendment that he will be taking to the Planning 

Commission for their review regarding the residential handicap ramps.  Mr. Hoium noted he is 

proposing  that the ramp has to be removed within 60 days after the handicap ramp ceases to be 

needed. 

 

Council Member-at-Large Anderson stated this seems reasonable. 

 

No objections noted by council.  The next step is for this proposed ordinance change to go to the 

Planning Commission. 

 

Item #3. – Lot consolidation:  Mr. Hoium stated we have had some issues over the years 

whereby one lot may be vacant and the lot next door has a house and a garage located on it.  

Now the homeowner wants to build, for example, another detached garage on the vacant lot.  

Eventually this homeowner may move and sell the original lot plus the house, but he may keep 

the extra lot with just a garage on it.  Our ordinance requires the primary structure in the 

residential area be the house.  However, we do not have the requirement to blend the vacant lot 
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in with the main lot to create one parcel.  Mr. Hoium stated City Attorney Hoversten has drafted 

a proposed ordinance to address this situation under the minor subdivision ordinance.  Mr. 

Hoium stated this is for information only, as the Planning Commission still has to review the 

proposal first. 

 

Council Member King questioned if current ones would be grandfathered in.  Mr. Hoium stated 

they would. 

 

No objections noted.  The next step is for this proposed ordinance to go to the Planning 

Commission. 

 

Item #5. – Administrative Matters:  Council Member-at-Large Anderson informed council of 

the upcoming Annual Marketplace conference put on by the League of Minnesota Cities. 

 

Additionally, Council Member-at-Large Anderson questioned the timeline for removing the fire 

damaged buildings in the downtown area.  Mr. Hurm stated it could take possibly 60 days to get 

everything taken care of with removals.  Council Member Clennon stated she is concerned with 

debris falling into the street.  Mayor Stiehm requested an update at the next meeting as to the 

options we may have with this.  Mr. Dankert noted installing a fence around the area may be 

costly and actually add to the potential danger (as was discussed at our staff meeting), plus any 

costs associated with this may be borne by the taxpayers if we do not let the normal course of 

action happen.  Council Member Clennon questioned if discussion had been happening at the 

staff level, and Mayor Stiehm stated it was as he has been involved with many of the meetings.  

Council Member McAlister stated we started a process tonight, and Council Member-at-Large 

Anderson stated we need to see if we can get this process expedited. 

 

Council Member-at-Large Anderson questioned the status of the Charter Commission.  Mr. 

Hurm stated the last three chapters are scheduled for review at the April 30 meeting. 

 

Item #6. – Matters In Hand:  Questions arose on the status of the employee evaluations.  

Council Member Clennon stated she thought we were still going to review the forms for input 

before we actually used them.  Mr. Hurm stated he will be working with the Park and Recreation 

Board and the Library Board on their director evaluations, but the evaluations that were handed 

out should be used and turned into him at council’s earliest convenience.  Council Member 

Clennon questioned if an actual date has been set up to get these back to administration.  Mr. 

Hurm stated that as soon as council can get them back to him, he can get things set up. 

 

Mayor Stiehm stated he thought council was okay with the evaluation forms that were sent out. 

 

After further discussion, Council Member Austin made the motion and Council Member-at-

Large Anderson seconded the motion to approve of the evaluation forms as presented at the last 

meeting and for council to fill them out and return them to Mr. Hurm.  Carried 6-0.  Mr. Hurm 

stated that once he got the evaluation forms back he would go through them with the employee. 

 

Other Item:  Council Member King questioned if the leaf site could be opened in the spring for 

grass clippings and rakings.  Mr. Hurm stated he would check on this with Mr. Erichson and get 

back to Council. 
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Motion by Council Member McAlister, seconded by Council Member King, to adjourn the 

meeting.  Motion passed unanimously.  Meeting was adjourned at 8:16 pm. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

 

       

Tom Dankert 


