
M I N U T E S 

COMMITTEE-OF-THE-WHOLE WORK SESSION 

October 21, 2024 

City Council Chambers 

 

MEMBERS PRESENT: Mayor Steve King. Council Members Laura Helle, Michael 

Postma, Joyce Poshusta, Jason Baskin, Paul Fischer, Geoff Baker 

and Council Member-at-Large Jeff Austin    

  

MEMBERS ABSENT:  

        

STAFF PRESENT: City Administrator Craig Clark, Director of Administrative 

Services Tom Dankert, Police Chief David McKichan, Public 

Works Director Steven Lang, Planning and Zoning Administrator 

Holly Wallace, Park and Rec Director Jason Sehon, Director of 

Library Services Julie Clinefelter, Director of Human Resources 

Trish Wiechmann, and City Clerk Brianne Wolf 

 

APPEARING IN PERSON: Austin Daily Herald, Waste Water Treatment Plant Employees 

Clint Purkapile and Chad Heard, SEH representatives Susan Danzl 

and Diane Matthews  

 

Mayor Steve King opened the meeting at 6:11 p.m. 

 

1. WWTP Automation & Staffing Plan – Steven Lang  

SEH Representatives Susan Danzl and Diane Matthews gave a presentation on the new Waste 

Water Treatment Plant automation and staffing plan. Ms. Danzl stated they have added new lift 

stations, aeration tanks, UV disinfection for solids handling and gravity belt thickeners which 

have a polymer feed system. They’ve added a dewatering system, which also has a polymer feed 

system and filtrate pump stations.  

SEH Representatives Diane Matthews stated they looked at what the appropriate number of staff 

for the new treatment facility should be and stated the reason it’s so important to have the correct 

amount of staff at the wastewater facility is that it has to protect public health, it has to meet 

environmental conditions and permit requirements and they want it to maximize the investment 

the City has made in the facilities upgrades. She stated they want to maximize the City’s 

investment, minimize the cost and improve operations.  

Ms. Matthews stated right now the plant has 16 staff members. They’ve looked at the Northeast 

Staffing Guide for estimating staffing. With our facilities and the type of treatment processes the 

new plant is designed for, they recommend a staffing range between 19 and 25 staff members. 

They recommend hiring a computerized maintenance management system position and two 

relief operators. The relief operators would be able to work both operations and maintenance. 



Director of Public Works Steven Lang is requesting three new staff members over the next three 

years. The positions would be funded using sewer user fees. Mr. Lang is requesting a CMMS 

staff member for 2025 and a relief operator in 2026. 

Council Member Postma stated he is trying to figure out why we need more staffing for a plant 

that we are spending millions of dollars on. He doesn’t understand why we would need a 2nd shift 

or a weekend shift if we are performing preventative maintenance. 

Ms. Matthews stated a component to remember is that you are cross training and that the 

operators are also going to be doing the preventative maintenance. They are not only operating, 

but they are doing maintenance on the equipment. It’s having the people available to do the 

maintenance. 

Mr. Lang stated that plant is actually more labor intensive because of all the chemicals and 

monitoring that we have to do. Unfortunately, that’s the way we had to go in order to meet 

current and new regulations. He stated the additional chemical requires additional monitoring 

and therefore additional staff. They currently staff the treatment plant with one person on 

Saturday and Sunday. They’re anticipating it will require two people moving forward with the 

new plant. He stated these would be some of the differences between the existing and the new 

plant that require additional staffing. 

Council Member Helle stated that we are not handling more water but we are processing it 

differently and with a more expensive technology that requires more labor and the water will be 

cleaner. What happens if we can’t find the human beings to fill the positions. 

Mr. Lang stated there is a program at Riverland Community College to train Waste Water 

Treatment Plant Operators. There is an opportunity to help us keep positions filled. 

Council Member Postma stated he doesn’t understand the different between the operations 

supervisor and the maintenance supervisor. He would like Mr. Lang to further elaborate. 

Mr. Lang stated the operation side is managing the lab. It’s more of an office-based position 

where you’re managing the paperwork required by the MPCA. You are ensuring that all of our 

test results are done in accordance with MPCA requirements, ordering chemicals, and other 

related duties. On maintenance, you would be managing the plant and the maintenance crew. He 

stated because of the strength and flow that comes to our wastewater treatment plant, it is sized 

much greater than a typical community of our size. 

Council Member Baker stated he is not in favor of adding additional people. He asked Ms. Danzl 

if Council had said, you don’t get additional people, would you have designed it different or 

would you have walked away from the project. 

Ms. Danzl stated it was designed with the intention of adding operators. The rates were set with 

that in mind. They estimated from the beginning, assuming they were going to be more people or 

as a tradeoff to keep capital cost low. They could have done more expensive capital projects then 

maybe minimize some of the operation. But that would have resulted in much, much larger, more 

expensive capital assets. 



Council Member Baskin asked if there were any additional automation opportunities available to 

add to the project. 

Ms. Danzl stated there is not much more that can be added.  

Council Member-at-Large Austin asked if the current sewer user rates would support this 

position. 

Mr. Lang stated they would be increasing the rates and the rates would support this. 

Mayor King stated this is a great use of personnel and he is in support of this position moving 

forward. 

Council Member Baker would like another firm to look at the automation at the Waste Water 

Treatment Plant. 

Council Member Fischer does not favor this and would not like to spend more money. 

Mayor King called for a motion for a second party engineering firm to look at automation at the 

Waste Water Treatment Plant.  

Moved by Council Member Baker, seconded by Council Member-at-Large Austin, to not have a 

second party look at automation at the Waste Water Treatment Plant. Carried. 6-1 (Baker-Nay) 

Moved by Council Member Fischer, seconded by Council Member Helle, approving the addition 

of one staff member at the Waste Water Treatment Plant in 2025. Carried. 6-1 (Baker-Nay) 

2. 5-Year Capital Improvement Plan Discussion – Tom Dankert 

Director of Administrative Services Tom Dankert presented the 2025-2029 Capital Improvement 

Plan.  The plan identifies approximately $143 million dollars in capital improvements for the 

City, some of which are contingent on receiving grant funds.  The purpose of the work session 

was to review and ask questions about any of the proposed items.  Then the Council will approve 

the document in December 2024 which authorizes the staff to purchase the 2025 items that are 

indicated in the CIP.  For years 2026 and beyond, the document serves as a guide for the future 

but is subject to change as the City’s needs change. 

Police Chief David McKichan discussed the Police Department’s capital improvement plan and 

noted that it is budgeted to replace two marked police cars and one unmarked vehicle in 2025.    

He also noted other computer upgrades and other equipment purchases over the next five years, 

including the possibility of adding body cameras beginning in 2026.  Finally, a $400,000 use of 

fund balance is projected for 2025 to purchase a Bearcat armored SIRT vehicle to replace the 

aged Humvee we currently have on loan from the federal government. 

Fire Chief Jim McCoy presented the Fire Department’s capital improvement item, noting a 

replacement of the Chief’s vehicle is the only thing scheduled for the next five years at an 

estimated cost of $70,000 in 2025.  The next purchase then would not come until 2031. 

Library Director Julie Clinefelter stated the Library will be replacing two hot water heaters for 

$5,000 in 2025.  Other projects stretching into 2026 thru 2029 include new staff work stations, 



improvements to the outdoor programming space, meeting room upgrades, and some roof 

replacement.  The rubber roof is scheduled for replacement in 2025. 

Director of Administrative Services Tom Dankert reviewed Parks and Recreation requests at the 

Nature Center stating the grants are proposed to fund emerald ash borer removal/replacement, 

along with grant funding for a bridge replacement and trail work. 

Director of Administrative Services Tom Dankert discussed Administration’s capital 

improvement projects stating that funds are being budgeted for public works equipment, new 

computers and other engineering equipment. In 2025, $20,000 is being set aside for computers 

and another $61,150 for new software and licenses. There is $64,000 for a new phone system, 

and $6,000 for some audio and visual upgrades to conference room B, all of which to be funded 

by the Building Fund (48000).  A market study for $15,000 and engineering equipment for 

$60,000 is also proposed for 2025. 

Steven Lang reviewed the Waste Water Treatment Plant (WWTP) noting the large Waste Water 

Treatment Plant improvement project which is now almost 50% complete.  Other improvements 

to a pump at the Hope Street lift station, a make-up air unit at the SW lift station, and Hope 

Street force main and bar screen/muffin monster improvements are also scheduled for 2025. 

Steven Lang presented on the proposed improvements to the Central Garage including 

replacement of two rooftop units, a building alarm system and $690,000 of new vehicles.  Mr. 

lang noted they have reconfigured their fleet, noting they have roughly 33 pickups available for 

multiple staff to use. 

Steven Lang stated the Waste Transfer Station is in need to some repairs over the next few years 

mainly the re-siding of the building itself.  The City now has a lease agreement for the lease of 

the transfer station so additional improvements may be made in the future.   

Steven Lang stated the airport is wrapping up many of the large projects this year, so going 

forward for the next five years is limited, with nothing scheduled for 2025.  

Steven Lang reviewed the non-MSA streets, noting that these are not supported by the state gas 

tax.  These are local projects paid for with local tax dollars and assessments in order to fund the 

construction.  Each year the street department looks at the proposed streets to see if they need to 

be reprioritized based on deterioration.  In 2025, $3.185 million dollars in projects are scheduled.  

Steven Lang discussed the MSA streets that are funded with approximately $1 million of state 

gas tax money each year.  The projects scheduled for 2025 total $2.97 million dollars. 

Steven Lang discussed the upcoming trail projects, noting only one for 2025 to connect Oakland 

Avenue West through to the trailer park east of town.   

Steven Lang noted the Sanitary Sewer capital improvement plans.  Each year funds are allocated 

for manhole replacements; for inspection of all City mains and inspection of all private lines and 

plumbing; and for replacement of mains with street construction projects.  Lift stations are also 

scheduled for reconstruction.  He also stated the city will be doing some additional inspections to 

determine what caused the sewage backup in some homes during the June rain event. 

Steven Lang discussed the items under Miscellaneous Other Projects including the hazardous 

building removal for 2025.  Other arena improvements are also scheduled.    



 

Parks and Recreation Director Jason Sehon discussed the proposed park projects for 2025, noting 

that connecting the Todd Park complex to a city sewer main is a high priority.  Additionally, 

replacing park playground equipment will be scheduled annually for the next few years, along 

with pool repairs.  Finally, they are spending around $300,000 annually to replace older vehicles 

and mowers. 

Steven Lang discussed the storm water utility district noting there are various projects scheduled 

over the next five years to the current system.  There have been drainage issues identified that 

will be addressed through these projects.     

Mr. Dankert noted the Senior Citizens Center budget and stated they will be replacing an air 

heating unit in 2026, and a potential roof project in 2029. 

The City is planning on some scattered site acquisitions in the flood plain, including the 

Salvation Army and Terp Ballroom.  Some wastewater treatment plant levee improvements are 

also planned for the next five years. 

Mr. Dankert presented some economic development areas including 8th Avenue NE 

redevelopment and Port Authority property clean up.  He also noted funding for daycare projects 

has been set aside.   

Mr. Dankert concluded the discussion stating he would make minor modifications to the capital 

improvement plan and bring it back to the Council for adoption in late 2025.  No additional 

Council action needed at this time. 

3. Budget Discussion (No Backup) – Tom Dankert  

Mr. Dankert stated he has two new ideas for the budget. We have a health insurance savings of 

$34,000. We have an increase of $15,000 for Discover Austin. If Council would like to have 

additional discussion about the budget, we can do this at the first meeting in November.  

4. Administrative Report 

None 

5. Open Discussion  

None 

Moved by Council Member Baker, seconded by Council Member Fisher, adjourning the meeting 

at 8:16 p.m. Carried. 

 

Respectfully Submitted, 

 

_________________________________________ 

Brianne Wolf, City Clerk 

 


