
M I N U T E S 

COMMITTEE-OF-THE-WHOLE WORK SESSION 

April 21, 2025 

City Council Chambers 
 

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

Waller, Laura Helle, Michael Postma, Jason Baskin, Joyce 

Poshusta 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, 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 

 

Mayor Steve King opened the meeting at 6:00 p.m. 

 

Item #1 Wright Here Right Now Podcast Presentation – Craig Clark 

 

City Administrator Craig Clark stated Mayor King brought it to his attention that John Wright 

does podcasting and this may boost communications about the City of Austin and may add focus 

on items the City is working on. Mr. Clark stated this would be a weekly podcast with a ten-

minute segment. The Library and Nature Center have previously worked with Mr. Wright on his 

podcast with Discover Austin. Mr. Clark is proposing working with Mr. Wright at the cost of 

$1,560 and taking the fee out of Contingency. He is looking for direction from the Council to see 

if they would be interested in working with Mr. Wright and having departments participate in the 

podcast. 

 

Mayor King stated he had the opportunity to do an interview with Mr. Wright for the County as 

the County has a weekly spot allocated with him and he stated Mr. Wright is very mobile and 

very easy to work with. 

 

Council Member Helle asked who the audience is that listens to this podcast. 

 

Council Member Postma stated Mr. Wright presented to the Discover Austin Board and the 

majority of listeners live in Austin or have deep ties to the area. 

 

Council Member Fischer stated he enjoys listening to this podcast as it gives a local update on 

what is going on in the community.  

 

Council Member Baskin stated we are looking to improve communications both internally and 

externally and this is a relatively low investment to improve communication so he would 

approve of funding this. 



Moved by Council Member Fischer, seconded by Council Member Baskin, approving $1,560 

from Contingency to the Wright Here Right Now Podcast for a 26-week period. This will be 

moved to the May 5, 2025 Council meeting. Carried. 

Council Member Helle would like to have a report of the impact of this podcast. 

Council Member-at-Large Austin asked how this would be facilitated. 

Mayor King stated anything can go, it can be open every week to any department.  

Council Member Baskin stated when we get the new communications staff member, have a 

communications calendar would be beneficial for this. 

Item #2 Employee Engagement Proposal with Dave Unmacht – Craig Clark  

 

City Administrator Craig Clark relayed he has a proposal from Dave Unmacht to build on the 

efforts performed by the Sicora group for employee engagement. The overall objective is to 

better identify the roles and responsibilities for staff and council. Sicora had a lot of expertise but 

they had more experience on the private side. Dave Unmacht has more experience on the public 

side. Mr. Unmacht would also be working with Laura Kirschner, who has spent her career in the 

public sector. They would focus on action steps and take it down to more of a grassroots level.  

 

Mr. Clark stated the overall proposal cost is $21,000 and has a couple optional services that can 

go along with it. If Council was interested in doing a survey, which he recommends, the other 

part is a presentation of the findings. The presentation would be brought before department heads 

and Council.  

 

Mr. Clark stated this proposal was brought before the employee engagement team and they had 

real robust discussion on this proposal. Mr. Clark asked the team if they endorsed the proposal 

and they said that they did have some concerns and Mr. Clark mentioned these in the backup. He 

is looking for direction from Council if they would like to continue with the employee 

engagement and move forward with this proposal. 

 

Mayor King asked Mr. Clark about the employee engagement team and how the discussion with 

them progressed. 

 

Mr. Clark stated the discussion went to the employee engagement team, and he met individually 

with most of the members of the group to make sure everyone had an understanding. Mr. Clark 

also visited the Park and Rec shop and Public Works shop to explain the process. He provided 

informational handouts to the senior leadership and extended leadership team so they would 

understand the next steps in the process. He stated they do not want to do it if this isn’t the right 

alternative or part of the alternative to try to improve things. If employees do not see this as 

favorable or helpful, they would like to know what other alternative employees would see as 

effective. After discussion, the employee engagement team showed support for this proposal. 

After further discussions, he stated this is where they landed, and they have set a three-month 

timeline. They would like to provide tangible results to individuals. 



Mayor King asked Director of Administrative Services Tom Dankert since we have eliminated 

the Sicora group contract, the City would still have that money earmarked for employee 

engagement. 

 

Mr. Dankert stated this money is still earmarked for employee engagement. The Council 

informally stated they would set aside $100,000 out of fund balance and this funding hasn’t been 

used yet. 

 

Council Member Postma stated this is a great idea, he believes the experience of these two 

individuals really matches well with what the City needs but he fears by doing all of these 

different surveys the employees are going to get burnt out on doing surveys and how are they 

going to get ahead of that so people stay open to the idea of doing a survey. 

 

Mr. Clark stated the questions will differ from what they were before. Unfortunately, it’s the best 

tool to try to get more input from more people. He stated they will also do individual meetings 

and group meetings but some people aren’t necessarily comfortable expressing their views in 

front of a group. Surveys will give them an opportunity to express their input without being in 

any kind of awkward circumstance. 

 

Council Member Baskin stated he appreciates this proposal and thinks Mr. Unmacht would do a 

great job as he has much experience. He appreciates that the City continues to demonstrate its 

commitment to employee engagement from a constructive standpoint. He is struggling with the 

proposal; it feels like they are retreading a lot of ground they already tread. They already have a 

ton of data from Sicora, and he wonders if they don’t set themselves back by essentially going 

out and starting from ground zero again. He would like to take the data already established and 

do some meta-analysis of the things staff are seeing, and come back to Council with 

recommendations of different options for action and items that can be put into place. 

 

Council Member-at-Large Austin stated he feels with this new group of people, the City can start 

to direct themselves in a positive direction. He hopes they move forward with this, and they have 

buy in from some key people on all the levels because without their buy in and support none of 

this is going to work. He is hopefully they can get everybody on board.  

 

Council Member Helle stated the gold standard for employee engagement is to start doing 

surveys and keep doing the same surveys at the same intervals for many years so that you can 

chart a change. There is one year under our belt was the core surveys, and we’re already maybe 

peeling off and going to a different survey which concerns her. On the other hand, she thinks part 

of survey fatigue is perhaps just the sheer length of those Sicora surveys. She agrees with 

Council Member Baskin on reviewing all the previous data. She would like to see the City to 

continue to spend money with the Sicora group on surveys and see if there is a shorter version of 

the surveys available. 

 

Mr. Clark stated they are still planning in the late 3rd or 4th quarter of doing the Sicora pulse 

survey. They will also be on boarding the new HR Generalist with Sicora. They will have Mr. 

Unmacht do research on the Sicora documents so they are not starting from ground zero. 

 



Council Member Baskin stated there is a lot of existing data and he would like to know how we 

put it into action. He would like Mr. Unmacht to give us actionable items and the City can decide 

if they interested or not in the ideas presented. 

 

Mayor King stated Mr. Clark and the engagement team took a deep dive into this, and maybe it 

would be worth having Mr. Unmacht come and present to Council. He asked if Council would be 

agreeable to paying for mileage and meals for Mr. Unmacht to come to Austin to present. 

 

Council Member Poshusta agreed and stated a presentation would be a great start. They could 

see what ideas Mr. Unmacht has and how he would start putting items into action. She is afraid 

the City will come across to the employees as though they are just spinning their wheels, and she 

believes participation is going to drop regardless. However, she likes the pulse surveys and 

would like to continue them so they can gauge where we are at. 

 

Council Member Helle asked for an update on the mission and vision values work that 

employees had been working on with Sicora as she has not received any updates.  

 

Mr. Clark stated they have scheduled another meeting to work with Peggy Young to build on 

those components. He stated individual groups were still working on a few pieces but largely 

accomplished most of that.  

 

Council Member Helle stated since they have established a mission, vision, and value statement 

will it be shared with Council. 

 

Mr. Clark stated it would.  

 

Council Member Helle stated no input was asked from Council. 

 

Mr. Clark stated Council already weighed in on this process during their meeting at the Fire 

Station. Now staff are reviewing suggestions. 

 

Council Member Helle asked if there would be a point where Council and City Employees 

would discuss this together.  

 

Mr. Clark stated if they find it necessary.  

 

Mayor King asked Police Chief McKichan to share the police departments mission, vision and 

values as their staff had already created their own.  

 

Chief McKichan stated their staff came together, worked on a document, put it into action, and 

got it framed to hang at the police station.  

 

Council Member Baskin stated he does not consider this completed as none of the Council can 

convey the mission, vision, or values. He stated he would like a work session where the Council 

could discuss and weigh in on what staff has aligned on for the mission, vision, and values. Then, 

the Council could vote in favor or against how they would like to proceed. He believes it is 



essential to define where the City is going so the Council can advocate on items they need to 

focus on. He would like to have additional conversations on this topic. 

 

Mayor King stated he would like to find out if Peggy Young could help facilitate the completion 

of the next step of the mission, vision, and values work. He proposed to table the Employee 

Engagement proposal with Dave Unmacht until Mr. Unmacht is able to present it to the Council. 

 

Moved by Council Member Helle, seconded by Council Member Baskin, to table the Employee 

Engagement proposal from Dave Unmacht until an in-person presentation can be made. Carried. 

 

Item #3 I-90 Drainage Study Report – Steven Lang 

 

Public Works Director Steven Lang stated MnDOT hired Stantec, a consultant, to work in the 

City approximately 10 years ago, and now they’re returning to do a second round of work with 

Short Elliot Henderson (SEH). SEH has completed all the flood control work on the North Main 

Street project in Austin. They have great knowledge of the flooding that occurs around the 

community.  

 

Mr. Lang is looking for feedback from the Council on any options for an I-90 drainage study and 

seeing if they would agree or disagree with them. He went over the following. 

 

Mr. Lang went over the different options available for review. See the attached map for 

reference. 

 

1)         Solid Green: existing route of storm sewer that discharges water from the I-90 ditch to 

Dobbins Creek. 

2)         Dashed Green; optional reroute of storm sewer to discharge water from the I-90 ditch to 

the Cedar River downstream of the 4th Avenue Dam. 

3)         Blue Area: surface water drainage area that could be captured and stored in a pond to be 

discharged slowly over time. 

4)         Yellow Area: surface water drainage that could be either diverted west to the Cedar River 

or stored in a pond to be discharged slowly over time. 

5)         Red Area: surface water drainage area that could be captured and stored in a small pond 

to be discharged slowly over time. 

6)         Orange: Disconnect offsite drainage from I-90 drainage to keep the systems separate and 

prevent one system from surcharging the other. 

 

This planning study is in the very early stages of reviewing options that will be investigated in 

more detail. This discussion aims to determine if any options are off the table from a Council 

point of view. For instance;   

 

a) The solid green would impact many businesses during construction but would provide an 

opportunity to replace existing aging infrastructure. 

b) The dashed green would be difficult to construct due to the proximity of the active rail spur to 

the Hormel Plant, which would likely eliminate it as a viable option. 



c) The blue area is a Port Authority commercial/light industrial development area, but it could 

help clean up an area of unsuitable soils and provide for a regional pond that would benefit other 

development. 

d)         the yellow area being diverted to the Cedar River upstream of I-90 could result in more 

water flowing through Austin along the Cedar River. 

e)         the red area does not provide much benefit, and we recently reconstructed all the 

roadways in the South Crane neighborhood in 2016. 

 

MnDOT is looking for feedback from the Council on whether any of these are not options. 

 

Council Member-at-Large Austin asked who would own the pond if MnDOT were to place it on 

Port Authority-owned land. 

 

Mr. Lang stated any development would require a pond.  

 

Mayor King asked if we would get ahead by putting a pond there. 

 

Mr. Lang stated yes, we could use it as a benefit. 

 

Mayor King asked about the line running along 11th or 12th Avenue NE. It seems that would 

impact a lot of property, and he is assuming there is a lot of underground work that’s going to 

need to be done in the future. 

 

Mr. Lang stated this line in that area is seventy-five years old, and the City has already had some 

failures on it. The City may be on the hook for 100% of the cost of repair. MnDOT installed this 

line to drain I-90, and their policy is that once they build it, they turn it over to the City.  

 

Council Member Postma stated that the orange line is the least invasive option.  

 

Mr. Lang stated yes, but may not solve all the problems.  

 

Police Chief McKichan stated that they have had to close I-90 during heavy rains due to 

flooding. 

 

Council Member Helle does not like the idea of rerouting water to our waterways. 

 

Mayor King would like to know the cost share. 

 

Mr. Lang stated that MnDOT did not have any information at this time and that it would be about 

a year before he had any of that information. 

 

Item #4 Administrative Report  

City Administrator Craig Clark invited Council and Department Heads to a Lunch and Learn 

with the Help Clinic to learn more about the insurance programming they offer. He stated if 

anyone is interested in attending to let him know.  



Item #5 Open Discussion 

None 

Item #5 Closed Session 

Mayor King moved the work session to Conference Room A for the closed session to evaluate the 

performance of City Administrator Craig Clark pursuant to Minn. Stat. § 13D.05, subd. 3(a). See 

DVD of the closed meeting. 

Moved to conference room at 6:37 p.m.  

 

Respectfully Submitted, 

 

 

________________________________________ 

Brianne D. Wolf, City Clerk 


