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M I N U T E S 

COMMITTEE-OF-THE-WHOLE WORK SESSION 

 APRIL 4, 2011 

City Hall Conference Room  

Immediately following council meeting  

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

Members Austin, McAlister, Boughton, King, Clennon, and 

Enright. 

   

ABSENT:  none   

 

STAFF PRESENT: Jim Hurm, Tom Dankert. 

  

ALSO PRESENT:   Austin Post Bulletin and Austin Daily Herald.  

 

 

1. Council Chambers audio/visual improvements.  The audio visual equipment in 

Council Chambers was upgraded in 1996 and 1998, with replacement of some 

components since then.  The life expectancy for the equipment was to have been seven 

years.  Director of Administrative Services Tom Dankert has contacted EPA Audio 

Visual, which has the State of Minnesota contract for audio visual through the end of this 

year.  The proposed upgrade includes the following: 

 

 A new 70-inch flat screen television mounted behind the mayor’s desk in place of 

the Austin City Council logo. 

 Two 60-inch flat screen televisions to replace the two older televisions on the 

sides of the Chambers. 

 A new overhead speaker system imbedded into the ceiling for improved sound. 

 New walking microphones for the department heads.  (Existing microphones for 

council and podium would remain.) 

 New 22-inch monitors mounted to the council work stations to replace the 

existing televisions. 

 Three new cameras (HD quality) to replace the current four cameras. 

 New document camera located at the podium, along with computer hookup for 

PowerPoint presentations. 

 Complete replacement of control room equipment. 

o New preview monitors. 

o New computer and character generator. 

o New racks and work surface 

o New video server and storage unit 

 

The 22-inch monitors and the 70-inch flat screen TV will be used for viewing documents 

from the overhead, Powerpoints, and the like.  The new system will allow the council 

meetings to be streamed live over the internet; however, this would require the viewer to 

have high speed internet, not dial-up.  We could potentially store a year of taped council 
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meetings on the web.  This system would allow for those who do not have cable to watch 

meetings.  Another plus to the system is the automatic adjustable sound.  This package 

would cost $110,000.  The City would use the cable access franchise fee (PEG) dollars  

which are dedicated to improvements to the system; however, by the end of 2011 we will 

have just $86,000 in the fund.  The Contingency Fund could be tapped for the balance, 

and then the franchise fees in 2012 and 2013 could reimburse the Contingency. Once 

approved, the system could be installed in 6-8 weeks.  Council Member Boughton asked 

what else PEG fees could be used for.  Mr. Dankert said that we originally had talked 

about potentially hooking up cameras in the schools, at Riverside Arena or something in 

the library.  Mayor Stiehm said we do need some type of upgrade – this or something 

else.  Council Member Clennon asked if we could get some other competitive bids.  Mr. 

Dankert answered that the State has already taken the low bid and given it to EPA.  

Council Member Enright said the majority of Riverland Community College uses this 

company, and they are competitive with their pricing.  Council Member McAlister said 

he would be more comfortable using the Contingency Funds if the County would use the 

Council Chambers.  Mr. Dankert noted the School Board and Planning Commission use 

the Chambers also.  Moved by Council Member Enright, seconded by Council Member 

King, recommending the audio-visual upgrades.  Council Member Clennon questioned 

how we would justify the spending of Contingency if we were to be cut additional LGA.  

Council Member–at-Large noted the Fund would only be borrowed for this year.  Council 

Member King said the justification is for the public to have greater accessibility to 

council meetings.  Roll call:  6-1.  Council Member Clennon voted nay. 

 

2. Paperless agendas.   The Council discussed paperless agendas at the council retreat 

and has recently discussed whether to use iPads or laptops.  We received a cost estimate 

of $12,000 from Marco out of Rochester, and we could fund this through Contingency.  

The agenda would be uploaded to the city website, and Council notified when it is ready.  

Staff recommends the use of laptops which would stay at City Hall for use by the 

Planning Commission and School Board.  We would need to decide if the laptops would 

be brought in to the conference room.  The City would save on the cost of copying and 

paper, and would save on staff time.  Council Member Boughton noted he has never seen 

proof that paper is saved with going electronic.  We are not going to save money. Council 

Member King agreed that we do use a lot of paper.  Council Member Clennon suggested 

using Office Pro if we are using it to just view documents with pdf files, and that would 

save $3000.  Mr. Dankert and Council Member Enright noted the laptops could possibly 

be used for training (for Police Department, for example) and for use in other 

departments.  Mayor Stiehm asked if other cities use laptops.  Council Member King 

reminded the Council that the green initiative is one of the Council’s priorities and it 

would save money.   Council Member Clennon, noting that occasionally she hasn’t 

received her agenda packet until Sunday, said the proposal would cause all council 

members to receive the agenda at the same time.  City Administrator Jim Hurm said more 

and more cities are going to paperless all the time. The Committee-of-the-Whole voted 5-

2 to further investigate paperless agendas with other communities.  Council Members 

Boughton and McAlister voted nay.   
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3.  Direct deposit.  In 2004, the State passed legislation allowing cities to require direct 

deposit.  This is another attempt to reduce staff time and costs.  (Mr. Dankert noted that 

if, for some reason, an employee’s bank account was closed, we could write a check for 

short term.)  It is hoped that we could go completely direct deposit by June or July.  

Council Member Enright said this seems appropriate as almost 2/3rds are using it now.  

Mr. Dankert added that US Bank has a program for check cashing for those who do not 

have bank accounts. Council Member King is in agreement, saying the State and Mower 

County has direct deposit.  Mr. Hurm said Council would also be requested to amend the 

Employee Handbook Policy, and he read a draft version.  Moved by Council Member 

Boughton, seconded by Council Member Enright, to recommend to Council approval of 

the forced employee direct deposit.   

 

3. Budget carryovers.  Mr. Dankert presented two budget carryovers, one for the 

soccer complex and one for a trail to be constructed from Younkers to Target.  Motion 

was made by Council Member McAlister, seconded by Council Member Austin, to 

recommend approval to Council. 

 

4.  2012 budget process discussion.  Mr. Dankert discussed the outcome of the 2010 

audit.  Looking at first the General Fund, the City budgeted $11,971.136 in revenues and 

actually took in $12,046,743, or 100.62%.  The total fund balance from the beginning to 

end was up slightly.  Our fund balance at $6,012,536 is 45.49% of our total expenditures 

$13,215,929.  The State Auditor recommends a fund balance of 40 to 48%.  Mr. Dankert 

reviewed the timeline for setting the 2012 budget and tax levy.  Council should decide 

now whether they wish to meet with citizens, meet with department heads, or continue 

with the budget formation process as has been done in previous years.  (Budgets are sent 

out to department in May or June, Finance & Administration meets with department 

heads, and then Council is presented a balanced budget at which time they would need to 

decide to raise taxes or not.)  If Council wishes to proceed with a new/different process, 

we would need to begin earlier.  Council Member Boughton questioned the transfer in 

amount.  Mr. Dankert said this is for the Austin Utilities’ payment which cannot be 

shown as revenue.  Council Member Boughton said we should put the budget together 

first, set our priorities now, see what the Legislature will do, and then later adjust it.  

Council Member Dankert noted that there will not be any increase in employee salaries, 

which makes up 60% of the budget.  Council Member Clennon suggested the department 

heads come in and explain their priorities.  Mr. Dankert said that in the last few years, the 

discussion with the departments is basically forcing them to pare their budgets down to 

what they can live with. He added that cutting their budgets does not necessarily mean 

cutting expenses, pointing to the Public Safety expenditures which were over $30,000 of 

their budget, while Culture and Recreation saved $119,000.  There is always leeway with 

the budgets, but most departments are close to their budgeted amounts.  Mr. Hurm added 

that our city does well with its saved dollars; it’s very typical that cities spend their 

remaining dollars at the end of the year.  Council Member Austin noted his preference for 

doing the budget process as has been done in years past.  Mr. Dankert noted that 

Administration would present a balanced budget along with any proposal that may not 

include funding, such as the rental housing ordinance.  Then Council would have the 

ultimate decision.  Mr. Dankert said the budgets are assumed to be status quo, but the 
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final say is always up to Council.  Council Member-at-Large Anderson would like to see 

some “give and take”, and pointed to the children’s library position which has been 

unfunded for three years now.  What is this doing to the library?  Mayor Stiehm said the 

current method is “tried and true”, but asked if there could be a way to expedite the 

process.  He added that something like training for the PD can be put off but not forever, 

like the capital improvement projects.  Mr. Dankert said department heads have been 

asked to set budgets for 10%, 20% and 30% reductions.  Any more cutting would mean 

cutting employees.  He added that employees are busy enough right now however, as 

indicated by Jon Erichson for the reason the Lansing Township assessment objections 

have not occurred.  As for expediting, again, department heads are busy and budgets 

aren’t always received on time from the departments. Discussion followed on the 

proposed rental housing ordinance.  Council Member Enright asked if firefighters could 

be asked to do inspections.  Mr. Hurm said fees could be implemented to pay for the 

program.  Mayor Stiehm said the issue is going to have to be resolved before we finish 

the budget.  Moved by Council Member King, seconded by Council Member McAlister, 

to undergo the budget process as has been done in years past.   

 

6.  Open discussion.  Reporting of gifts to the library.  Council Member-at-Large 

Anderson asked if Council really needs to approve the gifts to the library since they’re 

approved at the Library Board level.   

 

Shared services with Albert Lea.  Council Member Boughton asked for an update on the 

shared services with Albert Lea.  Mr. Dankert replied Albert Lea is on the same software 

system and is running into the same problems. At this point, he is working through and 

learning about their operations.  Their audit was performed, and they are trying to get a 

bond issue for their debt service.  He has been asked to give an educational session to 

their council on their General Fund.  A new city manager has been hired, and he will start 

in about 60 days. They meet for council meetings on Monday nights (second and fourth), 

but hold their work sessions the Thursday before the meetings. He added that they do not 

use laptops.  

 

Street improvement objection.  Council Member Enright said Matt Simonson is still 

questioning why the street improvement for his street cannot be voted on.  She did tell 

him that objections at this point are too late, and that he should have come to the hearing 

with a written objection.  Some discussion followed; council was in general agreement 

that if this were instituted, they might never do another street again.  

 

Rental housing ordinance.  Council Members Clennon and Enright have discussed with 

Community Development Director Craig Hoium on continuing to pursue the rental 

housing ordinance.  Mr. Hoium has said he could supply draft ordinances in about a 

month.  Council Member McAlister questioned the urgency, and Council Member 

Enright noted that with the shooting last week there is a concern that that neighborhood is 

going down steadily. She noted there are people moving in and out, similar to a home in 

her own neighborhood, and you don’t know who lives where. “The landlords don’t care, 

and people are afraid,” she said. 
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Proposed housing improvement program.  Mr. Hurm is working with HRA staff on a 

proposed program for housing improvement, noting that this is one of Council’s 

Priorities.  There is support by HRA staff and potentially financial support. In addition, 

we could ask Hormel Foundation for support.  Habitat for Humanity, Riverland and other 

would be partners in the program.   He confirmed with Council Member Clennon that 

there are existing programs already through banks and SEMCAC, and they would be 

asked to be partners in the program, too.  Federal funding would not be sought due to the 

“red tape” and requirements associated. The program, which Mr. Hurm envisions a 

conceptually similar to the Main Street Project, would be brought to Council next month.   

 

Council Member Enright noted she would be unable to attend the April 18 meeting as she 

will be inducted into Phi Theta Kappa that evening. 

 

Moved by Council Member Austin, seconded by Council Member King, adjourning the 

meeting at 7:45 pm.   

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

 

       

Jeanne Howatt 

 

 


