
M I N U T E S 

COMMITTEE-OF-THE-WHOLE WORK SESSION 

March 18, 2024 

City Council Chambers 

 

MEMBERS PRESENT: Mayor King. Council Members Paul Fischer, Laura Helle, Geoff 

Baker, Michael Postma, Joyce Poshusta, Jason Baskin, and  

Council Member-at-Large Jeff Austin    

  

MEMBERS ABSENT:  

        

STAFF PRESENT: City Administrator Craig Clark, Director of Administrative 

Services Tom Dankert and Police Chief David McKichan 

Public Works Director Steven Lang, Assistant City Engineer Mitch 

Wenum, Fire Chief Jim McCoy, Planning and Zoning 

Administrator Holly Wallace, Park and Human Resources Director 

Trish Wiechmann 

 

APPEARING IN PERSON: Austin Daily Herald, Kirk Kuchera and Kris Thompson with 

SMART Transit, Honorary Council Member Miguel Garate, 

Honorary Mayor for the Day Ailani Thiravong 

 

Mayor King opened the meeting at 6:15 p.m.   

 

Item No. 1 – SMART Transportation Presentation 

Kirk Kuchera and Kris Johnson from SMART Transit Transportation gave a presentation to the 

council about SMART Transit Transportation. He stated that SMART is celebrating its 10th 

anniversary this year and that in the city of Austin, they have given over a million rides in the 

last ten years. 

 

Mr. Kuchera stated that SMART is a very successful program. They were transportation agency 

of the year in 2013 and 2016. During COVID, SMART helped facilitate meal delivery for 

seniors. SMART delivered more meals in the state of Minnesota than any other public transport 

agency within a three-to-four-month period. SMART helps facilitate 60,000 meals delivered to 

seniors. He stated COVID was a huge hit on public transportation in Austin, the state, across the 

country, and across the world. He stated that SMART is in the top 20% for Minnesota agencies 

as far as rebounding and getting their ridership back to kind of quote-unquote normal. They’re 

not quite there yet, but they are working on it. 

 

Mr. Kuchera and Ms. Johonson were part of a COVID documentary. The series is called COVID 

Confessions. It’s on YouTube. The filmmaker met with approximately 40 different industries 

and spoke to them about how COVID impacted industry and the public transit piece was actually 

up for Emmy. 

 

They are also working with the Center for Transportation Studies this summer. The U of M has a 

group studying public transit and its effects in rural Minnesota, specifically locations with meat 



packing plants and the agriculture industry. The U of M group is going to send some people 

down to Austin in the summer. They’re taking a work route and interviewing passengers. 

They’re proud to be a part of the study. Mr. Kuchera stated that for their 10th anniversary of 

SMART, they are trying to meet up with City Councils to let them know about some of the work 

they have been doing and give them an opportunity to ask questions. Ms. Johnson shared 

personal stories of riders of SMART Transit Transportation with the Council. 

 

Mayor King thanked Mr. Kuchera and Ms. Johnson. He stated that they keep the buses nice and 

safe, have excellent drivers, and the whole process is a well-oiled machine. The Mayor stated 

that the rainbow route is very impactful. He knows the value that they add to the community, and 

he thanks them. 

 

Item No. 2 – Airport T-Hanger Funding Plan Update  

Director of Public Works Steven Lang spoke about how the T-Hanger project would be funded.  

Mr. Lang stated they are currently accepting bids for this 10-unit T-Hanger and will bring those 

bids back to the Council in April. They have an estimated project cost of $2,454,700. This is the 

construction budget broken down with 5% local costs, 5% state costs, and 90% federal costs, so 

if costs come in as estimated $2,454,700 total cost of the project, we would have a local city cost 

of 5% or $122,735.00 so it’s a very cost-effective thing for the City. 

 

Mr. Lang stated that the 90% federal share would be $2,209,000. He has a funding package with 

existing dollars in place of $605,000. He also spoke about all the entitlement transfer funds we 

have received. 

 

Mr. Lang recommends the Council award that bid, stating that typically, we would award it 

contingent upon a future grant from the federal government. However, in this case, we would 

like to award that project and authorize the contractor to purchase or lock in pricing on some of 

those critical materials. Those include metal framing, steel siding garage doors, and electrical 

components. 

 

Mr. Lang would like to get Council feedback on whether it’s worth the risk now or if we should 

leave it as is and let the contractor take on the risk and the possibility of higher bid prices 

because of that or if they would like to continue to proceed to move this project forward.  

 

Mayor King asked the Council for input. 

 

Council Member Poshusta asked if it could affect future grants if we do this and if it would affect 

the federal grant. Mr. Lang stated no, we do not anticipate future grants would be impacted. 

 

Council Member Baker stated that Mr. Lang and Mr. Wenum discussed the amount of staff time 

associated with or required, especially during the peak construction months, to manage the 

wastewater treatment plant. Council Member Baker was left with the impression that this was 

going to be what they needed to focus on, especially when layering on a summer road 

construction season. He doesn’t have a problem locking it in now. 

 



Mr. Lang stated that the other work still needs to go on; they have consultants to assist them, and 

they will make it fit. 

 

Council Member Baskin stated he is OK if we can save more dollars by locking in now. He did 

ask why we did not have to pay back the City of Walker their entitlement transfer funding. Mr. 

Lang stated that the City of Walker might be in a situation where all of its infrastructure may be 

upgraded, and they don’t have a demand for it in the next five or so years, and they’re willing to 

give it away without return. Council Member Baskin asked are there any other projects that 

would be higher priority that we would rather be doing during that time frame.  

 

Mr. Lang stated that the FAA will not let us spend these entitlement dollars on a revenue-

generating item like this unless we have all of our other airfield improvements up to a certain 

minimum. They have reviewed the runway and all other aspects and said yes, the City can go 

ahead and use this money for a revenue-generating item like this project. 

 

Mayor King asked for a motion to bring the agenda item to the next council meeting. 

 

Motion to approve by Council Member Postma, seconded by Council Member Baskin. 

 

Item No. 3 – Administrative Report 

 

City Administrator Craig Clark gave an update on employee engagement. He stated the working 

group met this morning and discussed the four different proposals that they received, and they 

have come up with a recommendation that will be on the April 1st work session. 

 

Open Discussion 

 

Mr. Lang stated he will be requesting that the vacant engineering tech position be refilled to help 

with the workload they currently have and for future needs.  

 

The Mayor thanked Mr. Lang for his work on the wastewater treatment plant. The Mayor and 

The Mayor for the Day were out there today for a tour and the facility is really coming along and 

it’s amazing what they are doing out there. 

 

Council Member Helle would like to make a motion for Council to revisit the performance 

evaluation for Craig Clark. She stated that 90 days have passed since we last reviewed and she 

knows we had several things on there that we were asking to see a change so she would move for 

a closed session to discuss that to be scheduled. Council Member-at-Large Austin agreed with 

follow up. 

 

Motion to revisit the performance evaluation of Craig Clark at a closed session by Council 

Member Helle, seconded by Council Member Poshusta. 

 

Moved by Council Member-at-Large Austin, seconded by Council Member Baskin, adjourning 

the meeting at 7:00 p.m. Carried. 

 



 

Respectfully Submitted, 

 

_________________________________________ 

Brianne D. Wolf, City Clerk 

 


