
MINUTES 
COMMITTEE-OF-THE-WHOLE WORK SESSION 

January 21, 2014 
City Hall Conference Room 

PRESENT: 
	

Mayor Thomas Stiehm, Council Members Roger Boughton, Jeremy 
Carolan, Michael Jordal, Judy Enright, Jeff Austin and Council Member-
at-Large Janet Anderson 

ABSENT: 	Steve King 

STAFF PRESENT: Director of Administrative Services Tom Dankert, Community 
Development Director Craig Hoium, Public Works Director Steven Lang, 
Park and Recreation Director Kim Underwood Nature Center Director 
Larry Dolphin and City Clerk Ann Kasel 

ALSO PRESENT: Austin Daily Herald, Chris Anderson, Peter Grover, Mike Carstens, Public 

Mayor Stiehna opened the meeting at 6:00 p.m. 

Item Number 1— Proposed Visitor Center Replacement 

Nature Center Director Larry Dolphin presented on the Nature Center's request to move forward 
with a new visitor's center. The current visitor center was hit by a tornado in 2009. This was the 
beginning of a discussion with the Board of Directors of the Friends of the Jay C. Hormel Nature 
Center to replace the visitor center. The visitor center cannot be rebuilt in the current location 
due to the fact that it is in the flight path of the airport. Last summer a light bulb blew up and the 
fuse did not trip resulting in a potential electrical fire situation. Fortunately it happened when 
staff was in the building so there was no damage. The Friends of the Hormel Nature Center 
Board and the Austin Park and Recreation Board agree that the building is in need of 
replacement in addition to expansion to allow for more displays, library, office area, auditorium 
and storage space. The proposed building would be between 1.7 and 3.5 million dollars based on 
other facilities that have been built in the Midwest. The building is proposed to be "off the grid" 
with renewable energy being used as much as possible to power the facility. The architectural 
fees will be paid for by the Friends Board. The rest will be raised through fundraising and grant 
dollars. In addition, the Hormel Foundation leadership has indicated strong support. 

There are two possible locations for the new building, near the current entrance where the shed 
currently sits or near the old gatehouse entrance on the southwest corner near the interstate, 
which would be completely out of the flood plain. 

With Council approval of the proposed project, the request for architectural services will be 
given and fundraising will begin. The current plan is to have two years to fundraise with a 2016 
spring construction start. 

Mayor Stiehm questioned if the new building would take the place of both the visitor's center 
and the Ruby Rupner buildings. Larry Dolphin stated the Ruby Rupner would remain in 
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existence even though two-thirds of the building is currently in the expanded flight path of the 
Municipal Airport. 

Council Member Enright inquired if there would be separate parking lots for each building. 
Larry Dolphin stated there would be separate parking areas if the visitor's center was built near 
the freeway due to the space between the two buildings. 

Larry Dolphin added that the Austin Utilities would be a potential partners in the project with 
energy conservation and renewable resources. 

Council Member Boughton asked when the projected ground breaking would be. Larry Dolphin 
stated the fundraising campaign will kick off on April 22, 2014, which is the 44 th  anniversary of 
Earth Day with the goal to break ground in the spring of 2016. 

Moved by Council Member Austin, seconded by Council Member-at-Large Anderson to allow 
the Hormel Nature Center to move forward with plans and a fundraising campaign for a new 
visitor's center. 

The item will be placed on the next Council Meeting. 

Item Number 2-Code Provisions for Consideration relating to Swimming Pool Barrier 
Regulations, Sandwich Board Signs and Rental Housing Licensing Ordinance  

Community Development Director Craig Hoium presented on proposed changes to zoning code 
regulations. Craig proposed to modify the ordinance to have a swimming pool defined as 
follows: 

Swimming Pool Definition — A swimming pool is any structure intended for swimming 
or recreational bathing that contains water over 24 inches deep. This includes in-ground, 
above ground and on-ground swimming pools; hot tubs; portable and non-portable spas; 
and fixed in-place wading pools 

This would clarify the current ordinance to eliminate any confusion as to what is a swimming 
pool and has fencing requirements. Therefore, retainage ponds and decorative ponds would be 
excluded from the fencing requirement. 

In addition, the pool fencing language is proposed to be modified as follows: 

Swimming Pool Fencing — Fencing is only required around the ladder or entrance to an 
above ground swimming pool that is at least four feet above ground around the entire 
perimeter of the pool and has exterior walls that are non-climbable. 

Craig stated the current ordinance has a requirement for a minimum of a four foot high fence the 
entire perimeter of the pool. The proposed modified ordinance would allow for fencing the 
ladder or entrance only. 

If the modified ordinance did pass, the following would be inserted to allow citizens time to 
modify their pools accordingly: 
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Existing Swimming Pools — Existing swimming pools and special-purpose pools which 
do not conform to the requirement of §154.03 shall be required to achieve compliance 
within 90 days of the effective date of this chapter. 

Council Member-at-Large Anderson questioned if the ordinance could be modified to allow for 
covers on the pools. Craig Hoium stated covers are hard to regulate because there is nothing that 
requires them to close the cover. 

Council Member Carolan expressed he believes if a citizen has a pool or pond on their property 
is it their responsibility to monitor. Craig Hoium stated this ordinance was designed with public 
safety in mind and initiated by people with small children concerned about drowning. 

Council Member Enright inquired if a lot of cities have ordinances. Craig Hoium stated Albert 
Lea, Winona, Faribault, Owatonna and Winona all have swimming pool ordinances. 

Council Member Enright added that three feet is a common depth for a pool and would like to 
see the depth modified. Craig Hoium stated the depth of the pool can be modified and stated the 
minimum guard rail height on a deck is three feet. 

After additional discussion, the matter will be continued to another work session to allow 
Council Member King to discuss it also. 

The following changes to sign ordinances are proposed: 

Sandwich Board Signs — One sandwich board sign is permitted per site or per tenant for 
multi-tenant sites subject to the following: 
a. Sandwich board signs may be no larger than three feet in width and four feet in height 

and no materials, including, but not limited to, balloons, streamers and windsocks, 
may be added to the sign to increase its height or width. Sandwich board signs may 
not contain electrical components or be lit. 

b. Sandwich board signs must be placed on private property within 20 feet of the main 
entrance to the business being advertised. 

c. Sandwich board signs shall be located so as to maintain a minimum four-foot 
pedestrian walkway and so as not to obstruct vehicular traffic. 

d. Sandwich board signs may be used only during the hours when the business is open 
to the public. 

e. Sandwich board signs may only be placed on sidewalks that have been cleared of 
snow and/or other debris. 

f. Sandwich board signs require an annual permit for a fee as currently adopted by the 
City Council 

Signs on Public Right of Ways — Signs on public property or within public right-of-way: 
The city may at any time and without notice impound signs which have been installed on 
public property or within public right-of-way or easement. The sign owner may retrieve 
the signs according to the following: 
a. A fee must be paid to the city as established in city code section 710. For each 

subsequent impoundment in a calendar year, the specified fee shall be doubled; 
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b. The sign may be retrieved from a designated impound area during routine business 
hours and within 15 days from the date of the impounding. After 15 days, the city will 
dispose of the sign; and 

c. The city may not be held liable for any damage to impounded signs. 

Craig Hoium added that the sandwich board signs on public sidewalks are a liability issue of 
having someone trip and fall over the sign. A few business owners downtown have these types 
of signs frequently in the public right of way. 

After limited discussion, the matter will be continued to another work session to allow Council 
Member King to discuss it also. In addition, City Attorney David Hoversten will be contacted by 
Craig Hoium to provide a legal opinion on the City's liability for these types of signs. 

Craig Hoium presented to the proposed rental ordinance. In 2011 the Council worked on passing 
a rental ordinance which included landlord registration, requirement to register property, have a 
rental manager and inspections on rental property. Initially, it was the goal to try to fully 
regulate, license and inspect this type of property but there were quite a few objections from 
rental owners and that ordinance was never passed. Craig provided a copy of the proposed rental 
ordinance from 2011 to the Council Members for their input. 

Council Member Enright would like to implement a rental ordinance that includes licensing and 
inspections. If the property passes inspection then it would be granted a waiver for a few years. 
If the property failed inspection then the property owner would be required to fix the problems 
identified. 

Mayor Stiehm stated if the ordinance is passed then the City would have to budget for staff to 
inspect the properties or determine what the cost would be and pass that onto the landlords 
through a licensing fee. 

Director of Administrative Services Tom Dankert added if the Council is going to pass a rental 
ordinance then the part-time vacant position in the zoning department could possibly become a 
full-time position to do rental housing inspections. 

Council Member Enright stated the previous Fire Chief said the Fire Department could do the 
inspections so it may be possible to utilize the Fire Department to assist with inspections if 
Chief McCoy is supportive. 

Peter Grover, a landlord, stated he would pass on any costs imposed to his tenants. He added 
that the housing market is very tight and that renters cannot afford to pay more. 

Craig Hoium stated since the City has not adopted a housing ordinance, the inspectors do not 
have the authority to enter a property to inspect it unless invited in. He also stated the zoning 
department has received 30-40 junk complaints in the last two weeks. 

Council Member Austin would like to see the current ordinances be enforced for a period of time 
to see if that helps the rental housing problem. 

Council Member Enright expressed the need to start somewhere with the rental ordinance. 
Rental housing is a business that makes money. There are many other businesses that are 
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required to have a license to partake in their industry and rental housing should be treated like 
any other business. According to the recently completed housing study, it would be possible to 
raise the rent due to the higher median wages for citizens in Austin. 

Peter Grover stated there are a lot of good landlords in Austin. He believes the problem is that 
some citizens haven't assimilated into the culture here. He suggested promoting housing videos 
available in multiple languages available at the Welcome Center to help with this issue. 

Mayor Stiehm stated that immigrants are not going to raise housing complaints because they 
don't want to get kicked out of the property. The only way the properties are going to get fixed 
up is if you make the bad landlords take care of the issues. 

Peter Grover replied that there is always going to be a market for substandard housing. 

Council Members Enright, Boughton, King (by proxy) and Council Member-at-Large Anderson 
would be supportive of a registration list. 

Craig Hoium offered to review other communities' fees for this type of list and report back to the 
Council. 

Council Member Enright expressed the need for this ordinance. She stated this is a big issue in 
her ward and it should be the Council's goal to clean up the community 

Council Member Carolan suggested enforcing current ordinances to fix the rental property 
problem. Craig Hoium replied the current ordinances won't get inspectors in the interior of the 
home. 

After additional discussion, moved by Council Member Enright, seconded by Council Member 
Austin, to table the items and place the rental housing topic on the February 25 th  retreat agenda 
and the swimming pool ordinance modifications and sign ordinance modifications on the 
February 3'1, 2014 work session. Carried. 

Item Number 3-Council Retreat Agenda 

Director of Administrative Services Tom Dankert presented the Council Retreat agenda which 
was modified by the addition of the rental housing ordinance review on the February 25 th  agenda 
from 6:30 to 7:30 and therefore shortening the Vision 2020 slot to 7:30 to 8:30. 

Item Number 4- Administrative/Mayor Report 

Mayor Stiehm recognized Tom Dankert for taking on additional administrative responsibility 
with the absence of a City Administrator. Tom has been designated as the main contact for the 
City and for employees when there are issues. 

Item Number 5 — Open Discussion 
Council Member-at-Large Anderson would like to invite Mower County SHIP Coordinator 
Karissa Studier to the February 18 th  work session to make a presentation on electronic cigarettes. 
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She also added she and Council Member Boughton are attending the Southeastern Minnesota 
League of Municipalities meeting on January 30, 2014 in Stewartville. Mayor Stiehm stated he 
would also like to attend. 

Council Member Austin commented on an e-mail forwarded by Vision 2020 regarding the 
expansion of the Blazing Star Trail from Hayward to Austin. He suggested the Shooting Star 
Trail Committee talk to the Blazing Star Trail Committee to work together on expansion 
together. 

Moved by Council Member Austin, seconded by Council Member Boughton, to adjourn the 
meeting at 7:12 p.m. Carried. 
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