
M I N U T E S 

COMMITTEE-OF-THE-WHOLE WORK SESSION 

September 3, 2024 

City Council Chambers 

 

MEMBERS PRESENT: Mayor Steve King. Council Members Paul Fischer, Michael 

Postma, Geoff Baker, Jason Baskin, Joyce Poshusta, and Council 

Member-at-Large Jeff Austin    

  

MEMBERS ABSENT: Council Member Laura Helle  

        

STAFF PRESENT: City Administrator Craig Clark, Director of Administrative 

Services Tom Dankert, Police Captain Todd Clennon, Fire Chief 

Jim McCoy, Public Works Director Steven Lang, Assistant City 

Engineer Mitch Wenum, Park and Rec Director Jason Sehon, 

Library Director Julie Clinefelter, Human Resources Director Trish 

Wiechman, and City Clerk Brianne Wolf 

 

APPEARING IN PERSON: Honorary Council Member James Arop Majak, Austin Daily 

Herald, City of Austin Environmental Technician Ernie Hammero 

and Waste Water Treatment Plant Supervisor Chad Heard 

 

Mayor Steve King opened the meeting at 5:50 p.m. 

 

Item No. 1. 2025 Budget Discussion 

Mayor King gave opening remarks about the budget discussion. He stated the budget has been 

brought down to 13% from 13.85% after an administrative meeting they recently conducted. He 

stated he is requesting an additional Human Resources position and is willing to look at adding 

the Housing Inspector position at a later time. 

He stated the $50,000 allocated to the Sicora employee engagement is not included in the levy. 

This funding would come from a different budget, if Council decides to continue this. He would 

like the new HR position to be able take the handoff from Sicora and continue the employee 

engagement. If the HR position were not approved, he would ask that the $50,000 be returned to 

the levy to continue working with Sicora. He stated we are a very lean city; there are only eleven 

cities that have less of a city tax per resident than Austin.  

Director of Administrative Services Tom Dankert stated an approved tax levy needs to be 

submitted by September 30th. He stated they had requests from departments in the range of just 

under $3 million for new items. Mr. Dankert stated with a 13% tax levy it’s roughly $88 tax 

increase on average home valued about $161,000.  

Mr. Dankert noted the additional investment in employees requires an additional $1,025,000 of 

funding to honor the preexisting bargaining unit contracts.  This equates to almost a 12% 

increase in the tax levy since there was no additional state aid to offset this increase. 

With the additional request for two new staff, the Housing Inspector and a Human Resources 

Generalist, that would add roughly 3% to the levy but they are only asking for 13% at this point 



in time. He stated by doing this, the City has been reducing capital in order to fund operations. 

He stated this is not a very good long-term plan. 

Council Member Baker stated he does not like a 14% tax increase. He would like to see the tax 

levy at 5-6%. He would like the Housing Inspector position eliminated. He does not think we 

need to hire someone to go out and find the problem properties, we have City employees that are 

driving around all the time that can spot these properties. He stated we do not need to go out and 

spend money on new sidewalks as he does not see a lot of sidewalk usage in his ward. He states 

the Emerald Ash Borer problem is real and we need to spend time and effort on this issue.  

He is not in favor of the new Human Resources position as it was presented, as there is no ROI 

outlined for this position. He stated there needs to be a position that will reduce health care costs, 

and the workers compensations crisis. The Administration team stated they would be willing to 

assist in some of the duties listed in this position. He doesn’t believe we should be asking for 

budget dollars for positions we cannot fill. We should be spending less money on playground 

equipment and more on the removal of Ash trees at this time. He stated we need to spend time 

internalizing what we have learned from Sicora.   

Council Member Fischer stated if the Director of Administration states we need 10% to maintain 

we need to listen. He stated everyone has said Human Resources needs help. He stated he will 

not be doing any cuts to the Police Department. He is in favor of the 13% tax levy because 

eventually this is going to catch up to us.  

Council Member Baskin stated he appreciates the conversation. He stated he understands we are 

investing in a lot of good things, and at the same time we value our employees and their 

contributions. He would like to know if department heads would be able to cut more from their 

budgets. He doesn’t think they were given clear direction. He is not in favor of the housing 

inspector position. He is ok with the human resources position. He would like to shift the policy 

and look at the vacancy rates with the police department as he is not in favor of taxing people for 

money that we will not end up spending. He would like to continue to support employee 

engagement. He is not in favor of 13.85%, but he would like to get down to a lower number 

smartly. Mr. Dankert noted cutting more from budgets will entail less staff in the department. 

Council Member Poshusta stated we need to become stable for the next few years and that means 

having a 13% tax levy. She stated having a low tax levy will affect the quality of life. She is in 

support of an additional Human Resources position. She stated if we go lower than 10%, we are 

going to suffer. 

Council Member Postma thanked everyone for the great conversation. He noted State funding 

has not kept up with inflation. He doesn’t think the Housing Inspector position will be someone 

that will drive around and look at property all day. He does believe the Human Resources 

position is important. He does believe that citizens are feeling less informed and this position 

will assist with that.  

He stated he would like to continue with employee engagement, but he would like to be strategic 

with what items we move forward with. He would like to know if we held a road construction 

project back, if that would help with the tax levy. He stated there are $3.2 million going towards 

these street projects next year. This is an area where he would be willing to consider reducing the 

levy and cutting costs. 



Council Member-at-Large Austin stated 13.85% is too high. We need to realistically budget and 

we need to speak with the Police Chief about staffing levels. The Housing Inspector needs to be 

more of a resource and the current department needs to work on creating databases to offer 

resources to homeowners before we create this position. The Sicora group has done well with our 

employees but we need to start internalizing this more. He stated he is not interested in spending 

money on the comp and class study at this time. He stated pertaining to the Human Resources 

position, he has been told there is a willingness from other employees to pick up the work so he 

would like to address this before we go out and hire other bodies. 

Public Work Director Steven Lang stated they take it very seriously when they are putting 

together their operating budget for the Council and for finance. He has been doing this for over 

10 years and for the past five years they have had the same discussions about where they can cut 

funds. He stated they have worked very hard to cut where they can. There isn’t costs to cut in his 

opinion, and asking them to look at the budget again would be a time commitment that would 

produce no results. 

Captain Todd Clennon stated honestly, he can’t think of anything they can cut. Squad cars, the 

camera systems, they have computers they don’t have any staff to fix, they’re running on bare 

bones. Their officers are vertically loaded to the max. There is no life quality between work and 

life balance.  

He stated there’s very limited numbers of young people coming into the profession and the first 

thing they look for is a community that is active and thriving. He stated 30% of our officers and 

staff have other duties to manage in addition with being full-time police officers.  

Mayor King thanked the department heads for their comments and asked if there were any 

citizens that would like to address the Council. 

Joseph Bower – 23782 570th Avenue, as part of the Chamber of Commerce, he is here as an 

advocate for the business owners living in our community. He raised his concerns about a tax 

increase with the Council. 

Lee Aase – 800 4th Street NW, is a co-founder of Healthcare Clinic, a direct primary care clinic 

business in Austin. He asked how much the city is spending on health insurance this year?  

Mr. Dankert stated for 2025 the City is projected to spend around a $1.9 million.  

Mr. Aase stated he thinks he can offer something that would be not only avoiding the need for 

other cuts but that would enable the City to provide better benefits to their employees at lower 

costs. He would like to speak with Mr. Clark and the Council if possible, at a later date about this 

topic. 

Israel Gonzalez – 1000 16th Avenue SW, voiced his concerns about the tax levy and the impact 

to business owners in the City.  

Council Member Poshusta stated we cannot internalize employee engagement without hiring 

additional Human Resources. We need to continue with the comp and class study so we do not 

get behind. Comparable cities are double digits with their tax levies, we will have to absorb the 

costs. If we raise the budgets, it will help retain employees, it will help with housing, it will help 

with the quality of life in Austin. 



Council Member-at Large Austin stated we are taking care of the employees on staff. He stated if 

we do not add the two new positions and do not add the two patrol officers, that will be over 

$500,000 worth of new positions we do not add and we are still taking care of the people on 

staff. 

Council Member Baskin stated we have made some really good progress around morale and 

employee engagement. He is not in favor of cutting existing levels of staffing because he thinks 

it sends the absolute wrong message. He would like to eliminate the Housing Inspector position 

and is okay with adding a Human Resources position. He does think it’s worth looking at 

healthcare. He is open to the discussion around how do we send the right message that we still 

fully support a 36 officer because that’s what we need to do the job. He would like to know if 

there is a way that we can do that in a fiscally responsible way that doesn’t require us to tax for 

things that we may not get at the same time. He would like to budget for some realistic things.  

Council Member Postma stated he appreciates all of the citizens who came and engaged with 

them at the meeting. He appreciates those who were brave enough to stand up and have their 

voices heard or who already emailed or called us. It definitely has made a difference. He stated 

he has heard some things and some frustrations with national and especially state level things 

that he thinks everyone understand are outside of Councils control. He understands that the 

property tax rate for business is not what it is for a residential. He would be happy to help 

advocate for a change at the State level. 

He stated he may not agree with the amount of money being spent on the removal of trees due to 

the Emerald Ash Borer but he hears others state they are on board with this and they believe we 

need to spend the money on this. He would like to motion to move forward to the next meeting 

the 13% levy as proposed. 

Council Member Fischer seconded the motion.  

Council Member Baker stated we can do better than this. 

Moved by Council Member Postma, seconded by Council Member Fischer, moving item to the 

September 16, 2024 council agenda.  Council Member Baker, Baskin, and Council Member-At-

Larger voting Nay. Council Member Postma, Fischer, and Poshusta voting Aye. Mayor breaking 

the tie voting Aye. Carried 4-3. 

The item will be on the September 16, 2024 Council agenda.    

 

Item No. 2. PFAS Discussion – Steven Lang  

 

Director of Public Works Steven Lang gave a presentation to City Council on PFAS. PFAS is 

defined as follows: The per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) are a group of chemicals 

used to make fluoropolymer coatings and products that resist heat, oil, stains, grease, and water. 

PFAS are man-made chemicals that have been used in industry and consumer products 

worldwide since the 1940s. They have been used to make nonstick cookware, water-repellent 

clothing, stain resistant fabrics and carpets, some cosmetics, some firefighting foams, and 

products that resist grease, water, and oil. 

 



He stated the City of Austin is currently working with the MPCA to test wastewater and 

biosolids at the Austin Wastewater Treatment Plant. The MPCA has been working with 83 

Minnesota communities to test for PFAS. Austin is one of 12 communities that have been red 

flagged by the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency due to high PFAS test results. There is 

currently no treatment for PFAS at the Waste Water Treatment Plant, so PFAS enter into the 

plant and leave the plant through discharge to the Cedar River and through biosolids disposal. 

 

Current and historical PFAS testing indicates that the leachate that we accept from Waste 

Connections landfills are a primary contributor to the Plant’s high PFAS test results. Over 75% 

of PFAS coming into the WWTP is coming from this source. He stated landfills are a known 

contributor of PFAS in the U.S., as they have been a disposal location for PFAS ladened 

materials for decades. The City has been accepting leachate disposal at the Plant for the past 10-

years. 

 

In December 2023, Council approved a 2-year ICM agreement with Waste Connections for the 

discharge of leachate at the WWTP. The agreement required Waste Connections to provide the 

City with a PFAS management plan by July 1, 2024. If said PFAS management plan is accepted, 

the implementation plan must be completed by December 31st, 2025, which is the expiration 

date of the current ICM agreement.  

On July 1, Waste Connection provided a PFAS management plan with the following key points:  

• The facility plans to install a pretreatment system that will utilize a foam fractionation 

process for the removal of PFAS.  

• The process removal efficiency of 70-80% for combined PFAS compounds including 

both short and long-chain species.  

• 95-99% removal efficiency of long-chain PFAS species (PFOA & PFOS)  

• Short-chain PFAS species removal rates are lower 

• Leachate from one landfill would be trucked or pumped to the second landfill for 

treatment.  

• The concentrated foam PFAS removed by the fractionation process will be collected in a 

storage tank. Final disposal of the concentrate could include: 

• Encapsulation and placement back into the landfill.  

• Treatment using PFAS destructive technology  

• Hauling off-site to another concentrate disposal facility  

• The treated leached would be hauled to the Austin WWTP for disposal.  

• Timeline  

• Foam fractionation system: lead time approximately 8 months  

• Treated leachate storage tank: lead time approximately 5 months  

• Power supply: unknown, large electrical equipment can have lead times of one 

year or more 

 

He presented three options for Council’s consideration. Option one would be to accept no 

leachate. He stated the pros of this option would be: 

• It eliminates a large PFAS contributor from the waste stream  

• It eliminates potential MPCA mandates due to the volume of leachate disposal  

 

He stated the cons of this option would be: 



• Potential backlash from the landfill when the City wants to dispose of material  

• Potential MPCA mandates even if leachate is eliminated from the waste stream  

 

He stated option two would be to accept leachate treated by SKB with the foam fractionation 

process. He stated the pros of this option would be: 

• Environmentally better than trucking leachate elsewhere  

• Continued revenue source of $60K toward an $8M WWTP budget  

 

He stated the cons of this option would be: 

• Foam fractionation process does not remove 100% of the PFAS  

• Risks for the City associated with continuing to accept some level PFAS leachate, 

whatever volume exists in the “cleaned” leachate will offset some of the City’s overall 

PFAS limit, potentially impacting PFAS discharge levels from existing industries located 

within the City limits 

• Reliance upon private industry to clean the leachate to acceptable levels, this includes 

proper equipment maintenance and repair and meeting operational requirements  

 

He stated option three would be to accept leachate and treat it at the Austin WWTP with City 

owned foam fractionation removal equipment. He stated the pros of this option would be: 

• Environmentally better than trucking leachate elsewhere  

• Eliminates the reliance upon private industry to clean the leachate to acceptable levels, 

this includes proper equipment maintenance and repair and meeting operational 

requirements.  

 

He stated the cons of this option would be: 

• Foam fractionation process does not remove 100% of the PFAS  

• Risks for the City associated with continuing to accept some level PFAS leachate, 

whatever volume exists in the “cleaned” leachate will offset some of the City’s overall 

PFAS limit, potentially impacting PFAS discharge levels from existing industries located 

within the City limits.  

• The City “owns” the product once it is disposed of at the WWTP. The City assumes the 

responsibility to remove the PFAS and dispose of the PFAS concentrate.  

 

He stated option four would be to accept leachate treated by a different removal method: 

• Granular Activated Carbon  

• Ion Exchange  

• Membrane Technologies  

 

Mr. Lang wanted recommendations from the Council on how to move forward with the ICM 

agreements with these landfills.  

 

Council Member Baker stated he is ok with accepting the leachate as long as there are 

stipulations along with accepting it. He would like to continue this discussion to the next 

meeting.  

 

Council Member Baskin agreed and is open to more discussion on this topic. 



 

Follow up discussion at the next work session on September 16, 2024 

 

Item No. 3 Temporary Stop Light Discussion – Mitch Wenum 

 

Assistant City Engineer Mitch Wenum stated this topic was previous discussed with Council at 

the August 19th work session. He was given direction to look into this topic and get more 

information. 

 

The Public Works department would like temporary traffic signals at the 14th St & 4th Ave NW 

and 14th St & 8th Ave NW intersections. Mr. Wenum received quotes for rental lights ranging 

between $180,600 to $190,000. The issue with this process is that they would have to go through 

the bidding process to obtain these. This will add time to the process. 

 

For purchasing lights, they received two quotes. One quote was for $240,000 which would go 

through the bidding process. The other was through the state bid contract system for $335,000 

which does not require the bidding process because it has been publicly bid already and it’s an 

established rate. But it’s the most expensive option.  

 

The third option would be a Do-it-yourself version, called a cable span signal. It’s basically 

wood poles with cables running across the intersection and then hanging signals from them. Mr. 

Wenum received a quote for $31,000 for all the components that go into this system but they 

would still need to pay a contractor to install it and set it up. This is the lowest option. The one 

issue with this option is the lead times for those temporary control cabinets is 10 or 15 weeks. 

What we potentially can look at doing is taking control cabinets from our downtown signal lights 

that are flashing red currently and then repurpose them for these temporary signals and make 

those downtown signal lights into stop signs. The question on this is if it will function the way 

we want it to. 

 

And lastly, we did receive email from MnDOT saying that they will not be participating 

financially but they will provide some resources and potentially some equipment if we find that 

those control cabinets from our downtown lights will not work. They will use their staff 

resources to help us out but they will not be helping financially.  

 

Council Member Baker stated option one is our best option. 

 

Mayor King clarified it would be $31,000 for the DIY option, and if so, he would be in favor of 

going with that option. Mr. Wenum clarified the DIY option would be closer to $100,000. 

 

Council Member Baskin asked if they are looking for a motion or what direction Mr. Wenum 

needs.  

 

Mr. Wenum stated he is looking to move forward with either option one or three. Previously 

Council approved him to move forward with temporary lights at a cost of $240,000. The two 

options being presented currently are less than that amount. He is going to meet with an engineer 



tomorrow and he will work on expediting this process with the best option as soon as possible. 

He will present the information he received to Council for approval. 

 

Moved by Council Member Baker, seconded by Council Member-at-Large, adjourning the 

meeting at 7:50 p.m. Carried. 

 

 

Respectfully Submitted, 

 

 

_________________________________________ 

Brianne Wolf, City Clerk 


