
M I N U T E S 

COMMITTEE-OF-THE-WHOLE WORK SESSION 

December 16, 2024 

City Council Chambers 

 

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

Fischer, Joyce Poshusta, Jason Baskin, & Laura Helle   

  

MEMBERS ABSENT: Council Member Geoff Baker & Council Member-at-Large Jeff 

Austin  

        

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: Honorary Council Member Cindy Stahl 

 

Mayor Steve King opened the meeting at 6:13 p.m. 

 

Item #1 Cannabis Ordinance Buffer Zone Discussion – Brianne Wolf/Holly Wallace/Craig 

Byram 

City Clerk Brianne Wolf relayed with assistance from the GIS department, they had maps printed 

out with the proposed buffer zones for Council to view.  

Mayor King asked if Council had any appetite to change the ordinance and propose adding 

buffers. 

Council Member Helle stated she is against setbacks as this is not a business-friendly stance. She 

stated if we set those now, and if a daycare comes along then we can’t put in a daycare. She 

stated we do not use these for bars or liquor stores and she does not think a setback of any 

amount is a good idea.  

Council Member Poshusta agrees. She worries a buffer may prevent other businesses from being 

able to enter into specific areas. 

Council Member Helle stated the purpose was to be the middle of the road; be business friendly 

and to be more purposeful. She believes what was drafted and proposed to Council delivers on 

all of those.  

Council Member Baskin asked if there is a more surgical way to create buffers. He stated he 

doesn’t mind the buffers but if we take out specific corridors, such as downtown, would there be 

a middle ground somewhere that we need to be looking at.  



Mayor King stated there are good points from both sides. He believes we should treat it like the 

other mood-altering substances. He is open to what Council’s wishes are. 

Planning and Zoning Administrator Holly Wallace stated there is a requirement that cannabis use 

businesses would have to go through a CUP before they would be allowed to operate.   

Mayor King stated he has heard no negative or positive feedback from the public. 

Council Member Fischer has a problem with it and if they were to open up next to a school. 

Council Member Postma stated there would be zones that these businesses would be allowed to 

be in.  

City Attorney Craig Byram stated if we have a conditional use permit application, that would be 

the time to think about what would we expect from a cannabis business such as zoning 

classifications. He stated the State gave us only certain things that we could regulate and the 

things that they said is we could create set backs up to a certain maximum.  

Council Member Helle wanted to know if we could require set backs for only consume on site 

businesses. 

City Attorney Craig Byram stated we could. We would have to do it within the States parameters.  

Council Member Baskin stated there will be concerns raised for and against as this becomes 

more real and less hypothetical. He is in favor of the CUP approach. It give the City the 

opportunity to control the zoning and regulations of the business as there are a lot of unknowns 

at this time. 

Council Member Postma stated citizens have stated we are being too progressive on this. He 

stated Council is only allowing three businesses which is the minimum per the State, so that’s 

being pretty cautious. 

Mayor King stated this is a very good discussion and he can see both sides.  

Moved by Council Member Helle, seconded by Council Member Postma approving the 

ordinance as drafted with no buffer zones and moving it to the January 6th, 2025 Council 

meeting. Carried 5-0.  

This item will be placed on the next Council agenda.  

Item #2 Employee Engagement – Craig Clark 

 

City Administrator Craig Clark stated the contract with Sicora Consulting is coming to a 

conclusion and they didn’t specifically put anything in the budget for 2025. Mr. Clark would like 

to know what Council wants to do moving forward and what alternatives they still want to 

address with the latest employee engagement. He stated Dr. Sicora has provided Council with 

information on additional services.  

 



Mr. Clark would recommend that Council consider doing the HR onboarding and new member 

onboarding that Dr. Sicora is suggesting. Mr. Clark has also visited with Dave Unmacht, who is a 

former executive director with the League of MN Cities. He stated it’s an option to explore 

services with him. He would work on an outline with him if that’s something Council is 

interested in doing and Mr. Unmacht could be brought back for a future meeting.  

 

Mr. Clark also visited with Julie Clinefelter, Director of Library Services about employee 

engagement and stated she had a really good suggestion with the 360 work that the leadership 

team did with the Sicora group. She had done some individual coaching to try to unpack that and 

thinks this could be very helpful. We could look forward to getting a good bang for our buck 

with the investment that we made. He would like Council feedback on the employee engagement 

survey. The City is currently performing these on a quarterly basis. He asked if Council wanted 

to continue to do this quarterly, twice a year, or annually.  

 

Mr. Clark and HR director, Trish Wiechmann, would like to see an allocation of $100,000 for the 

continued efforts for the items he has mentioned on employment engagement.  

 

Council Member Baskin stated he is supportive and thinks it’s a smart strategic approach to put a 

$100,000 aside and as we’re trying to positively impact change in twenty years’ worth of culture. 

He stated there’s been a massive amount of time and energy and money put into trying to 

improve these things. He agrees with doing the survey twice a year.  

 

Council Member Helle agrees on the six-month pulse surveys and stated 2025 is a transition year 

and Council is not walking away but they are transitioning to perform tasks more on their own. 

She would like to have part of the initial package completed and have the mission vision values 

work done.  

 

Council Member Helle stated they need to bring together elected officials with department heads 

and agree on what their goals are and how to deliver them. She will keep asking for this until she 

gets it. Additionally, Sicora is proposing to onboard one council member at a cost of $4000 and 

when Council didn’t want to do 360s for the Council members at a cost of $700. She would 

hesitate to push that forward. 

 

Mayor King stated he thinks it’s important a new Council member know what’s going on for the 

last 9 or 10 months. He stated if Dave Unmacht is available, he comes with great experience, 

which would be a nice handoff to engage with him too. Mayor King does believe something 

needs to be in the budget as great work has been done. 

 

Council Member Fisher asked if it is being suggested that we be done with Sicora and continue 

this work with Dave Unmacht.  

 

City Administrator Craig Clark stated no, there’s still some pieces that need to be completed with 

Sicora. We would use Mr. Unmacht as part of our toolbox. Mr. Clark stated he believes Mr. 



Unmacht expertise has been more in the public sector and Dr. Sicora has had more in experience 

in the private sector. He believes Mr. Unmacht has a significant exposure that could be helpful 

for us. Mr. Clark stated in regards to the 360 evaluations they can look at helping explore work 

with individual department heads and extended leadership team members to define what works 

for them. At this point we’re not necessarily saying that they would have to participate in that but 

certainly offering it to them and additional professional development in more detail. 

 

Council Member Fischer stated as long as the City employees know that we’re not stopping, that 

we’re going to continue with this, we are just reviewing other options. 

 

Council Member Postma stated the work with Sicora on culture building should not be directly 

tied to contract offers. This is a much bigger picture and a much longer term. 

 

Council Member Baskin asked if they think there is a risk that by transitioning to a different 

party, we end up closer back to where we started. He stated there’s been a level of trust built with 

the Sicora Group and there’s a level of credibility that they have with all the individuals that are 

part of the conversations. He stated he is okay saying it doesn’t have to be 100 percent then, but 

he would like to be really strategic and intentional to make sure Council goes through a process 

where everybody involved is going to feel that they’ve got an equal part of the table.  

 

Mayor King stated he believes Dave Unmacht’s work would be more geared towards the Council 

and Sicora would continue to work with the employees, but he would like a combination of both.  

 

Council Member Helle stated she is open to Dave Unmacht to work specifically with Council but 

would caution Council to really try to tease apart everyday culture and the contract negotiation 

process. She thinks what we heard on the employee survey was that the contract negotiation 

process was coloring everything all year long, everyday, day in a day out and that’s a lived in 

experience. 

 

Council Member Poshusta stated she is also ok with lowering the pulse survey to 2 times a year 

as well.  

 

Mayor King stated he appreciates all the conversation and suggested we follow the 

recommendation from the City Administrator and approve the $100,000. 

 

Moved by Council Member Posta, seconded by Council Member Baskin approving $100,000  

towards employee engagement in 2025. Carried. 

This item will be placed on the next Council agenda.  

Item #3 SE Trunk Sewer Capacity – Steven Lang 

 

Public Works Director Steven Lang presented the findings on the SE Trunk Sewer analysis 

conducted by WHKS to Council. 



 

Mr. Lang stated in 1972, the City of Austin commissioned a new trunk sewer line study and 

construction in the SE part of town. The project was designed to eliminate sanitary sewer lift 

stations and to comply with the Clean Water Act requiring the elimination of direct connect 

sewer overflows to the storm sewer. In the report it states a knowledge of existing house 

foundation drains connected into the sanitary sewer system and increased the design capacity by 

10% to accommodate the additional flow from these connections. 

 

Following the 2024 high water event, The City hired WHKS to evaluate the SE Trunk Sewer 

using current day flow analysis and estimates. The analysis found the existing trunk 

sewer to meet current day sizing and flow capacity based on “10 States Standards” for 

sanitary sewer design. 

 

Mr. Lang stated as they wrap up the sump pump inspection program, they have discussed the 

next steps to reduce impacts of sanitary sewer backups in the SE. The first step was to evaluate 

the City system to ensure that our system meets the design capacity required for the area. This 

report confirms the City system is designed adequately. The next phase they would recommend 

is to move toward sanitary sewer service inspections to identify footing drain connections and 

remove them from the sanitary sewer system. 

 

No action is needed at this time, this report is to keep Council informed of the progress and steps 

they are working on to minimize sanitary sewer impacts in the SE neighborhoods during 

heavy rain events. 

 

Item #4 Administrative Report  

Council Member Helle would like to officially schedule a closed meeting to review the City 

Administrator Craig Clark in January. Council Member Poshusta supports this. Council Member 

Baskin agrees.  

Mayor King would like to wait until we get the pulse survey results.  This will take place the 1st 

or 2nd meeting in February 

Council Member Helle stated this will be scheduled once we have the survey results. 

Item #5 Open Discussion 

Moved by Council Member Baskin, seconded by Council Member Postma, adjourning the 

meeting at 6:59 p.m. Carried. 

 

Respectfully Submitted, 

 

________________________________________ 

Brianne D. Wolf, City Clerk 


