
M I N U T E S 

COMMITTEE-OF-THE-WHOLE WORK SESSION 

September 21, 2020 

City Council Chambers 

 
MEMBERS PRESENT: Mayor Stiehm.  Council Member-at-Large Jeff Austin 

 

MEMBERS APPEARING 

ELECTRONICALLY: Council Members Steve King, Paul Fischer, Rebecca Waller,  

Laura Helle, Jason Baskin, Joyce Poshusta 

          

STAFF PRESENT: City Administrator Craig Clark, Director of Administrative 

Services Tom Dankert, Police Chief David McKichan, Park and 

Rec Director Kevin Nelson, and City Clerk Ann Kasel 

 

STAFF APPEARING  

ELECTRONICALLY: Planning and Zoning Administrator Holly Wallace, Fire Chief Jim 

McCoy, Human Resources Director Trish Wiechmann, Public 

Works Director Steven Lang, Library Director Julie Clinefelter 

 

OTHERS APPEARING  

ELECTRONICALLY: Mike Ruzek, Brian Todd, Mike Postma, Greta Anderson, Deb 

Mickelsen, Steve Kime, KAAL, Austin Daily Herald 

 

Mayor Stiehm opened the meeting at 6:34 p.m.   

 

Item No. 1 – Tree Trimming  

 

Mike Ruzek with Spruce Up Austin stated over the last 30 years they have planted 2,787 trees 

with the help of the Park, Recreation and Forestry department.  He noted that he is concerned 

that the Council does not realize the impact of the elimination of the tree crew and underfunding 

the Parks department.    

 

Parks, Recreation and Forestry Supervisor Randy Hofner stated the Parks department has 12,534 

trees under their care on 240 miles of boulevards along with 28 parks and 14 miles of bike trails.  

He stated that the tree crew does many tree removals and trims each year.  In 2020 those 

numbers have not been as high due to the tree staff being moved to grass cutting duties.  He 

stated that 35% of the trees in Austin are ash trees and there will have to be many trees removed 

once emerald ash borer comes in to town.   

 

Mr. Hofner stated he doesn’t believe contracting out the tree service is what is best for the City.  

He noted that Austin Utilities currently contracts out their power line tree trimming and they pay 

$180,000 to $200,000 per year to trim one quadrant of the City with the entire quadrant not being 

completed.  He added that City staff would still need to double check the contractor’s work to 

make sure it is completed properly.    



Gretchen Ramlo stated she has observed volunteer trees growing under pine trees and those 

volunteer trees will end up killing the pine trees.  She felt that the Park and Rec tree crew needs 

to address that issue in addition to any tree trimming or removals.   

 

Nature Center Director Luke Reese stated the City has cut many more trees than it has planted.  

He added that there are currently problems with oak blight and dutch elm disease in addition to 

emerald ash borer.  

 

Mike Ruzek endorsed providing sufficient staff in Park and Rec to catch up with planting new 

trees.  He stated the Council should reject the idea of eliminating the tree crew. 

 

Greta Anderson would like the City to reinvest in the urban forest and invest in people that can 

care for them. 

 

City Administrator Craig Clark stated the Council hasn’t made a final decision on the tree 

services.  He noted that tree trimming is a high-risk job and the worker’s compensation claims 

are high.  He encouraged the Council to remember the 2021 budget considerations.    

 

Director of Administrative Services Tom Dankert stated the 2021 budget has $150,000 for 

contracting out the tree trimming.  The existing tree trimmers would become part of the Parks 

crew.  He noted that it would be $245,000 to $255,000 to keep the tree trimmers on staff so if 

Council decides to keep them then additional funding would need to come from other budgets. 

 

Council Member Helle asked why no one has provided the bids for contracting out the tree 

removal.  She stated it is very difficult to make a decision without that information.   

 

Parks and Recreation Director Kevin Nelson stated it is very possible for the tree trimmers to 

complete the tree trimming duties within budget.  

 

After additional Council discussion, the item will be on a future work session for additional 

discussion.   

 

Item No. 2 – Turtle Creek Flood Project – 8th Avenue Pond Revisions 

 

Public Works Director Steven Lang stated as part pf the Turtle Creek Flood Mitigation project 

there was a retention pond constructed off 8th Avenue SW designed to hold excess rainwater 

when the creek is high.  It was expected that the pond would be dry most years but during 

construction, natural springs and a high groundwater table were discovered.   

 

Mr. Lang stated the pond was redesigned for a deeper channel to retain water and a higher bench 

area to facilitate plant growth. The estimated cost of the modification is $75,000 and would come 

from DNR Grant and LOST funding.  He requested the Council approve the revisions to the 

project.  

 

Council Member Helle left at 7:21 p.m. 

 



Mr. Lang stated he would bid out the project and bring it back to a future Council meeting for 

approval.   

 

Item No. 3 - Administrative Report 

 

No Report. 

 

Item No. 5 – Open Discussion 

 

None. 

 

Moved by Council Member-at-Large Austin, seconded by Council Member King, adjourning the 

meeting at 7:26 p.m. 

 

Respectfully Submitted,  

 

 

______________________ 

Ann M. Kasel 

City Clerk 

 

 

 

 


