MINUTES
COMMITTEE-OF-THE-WHOLE WORK SESSION
June 2, 2025
City Council Chambers

MEMBERS PRESENT: Mayor King. Council Members Paul Fischer, Rebecca Waller,
Laura Helle, Michael Postma, Jason Baskin (left at 7:30 p.m.),
Oballa Oballa 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, Fire Chief
Jim McKoy, Public Works Director Steven Lang, Park and Rec
Director Jason Sehon, Planning and Zoning Director Holly
Wallace, Library Director 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 6:19 p.m.

Item #1 Wastewater Treatment Plant Change Order Update #8 — Steven Lang

Public Works Director Steven Lang stated he brings these quarterly updates to the Council to
keep them updated. These are changes that have occurred previous, and have been approved on
an administrative basis to keep construction going. They do put a lot of effort and time into
ensuring the cost is accurate. Mr. Lang presented five work change directives representing
$79,704 in value. He stated the cost is split up between the domestic and industrial budgets. The
industrial portion of this change order is $27,773, and the domestic portion is $51,930.

Mr. Lang stated the change orders are gradually decreasing as they continue with the wastewater
treatment plant project. They have about a year and a half of construction left. He stated if
Council were to look at it from a total project standpoint, the cost increases are approximately
3.35% due to change orders. They have discussed this number in the past and have budgeted for
it to be at 5% for unknown cost changes for the overall project, so they are tracking where they
want to be.

Moved by Council Member Fischer, seconded by Council Member Helle, moving Wastewater
Treatment Plant change order #8 for approval to the Council meeting on June 16, 2025. Carried.

This will be added to the June 16, 2025 Council meeting.

Ttem #2 Automated Weather Observation System (AWOS) Update — Steven Lang

Public Works Director Steven Land stated this system is a requirement and is monitored by
MnDOT for the City to have at the facility at the airport, allowing for the monitoring of weather
conditions for pilots as they take off or land. It is a critical weather station for the airport to
function. These are typically funded at a 70% state and 30% local level. The City had an estimate



from a couple of years ago that put the replacement cost at around $200,000. After that, MnDOT
came forward with a grant to cover 100 percent of the cost. He stated the issues before the
Council tonight have to do with the placement of the system and other impacts it will have on
other city properties.

To meet current FAA site requirements, the AWOS must be placed a minimum of 1,000 feet from
the end of the runway, 750 feet from the runway centerline, and the tower height will be
approximately 30 feet above ground. These requirements greatly limit options for
placement of the new AWOS on the airport site. In addition, 3 zones surround the AWOS to
ensure accurate weather readings:

1) 100-foot zone, consisting of mowed grass only, maintained to a height no greater than

12 inches.

2) 500-foot zone, clear of any obstructions with a height no greater than 15ft above

ground.

3) 1,000-foot zone, clear of any obstructions with a height no greater than 20 ft above
ground.

Currently, it is too close to the end of the runway, and now MnDOT is proposing a new location.
This location encroaches on the Austin waste transfer station, which is why Mr. Lang is bringing
this to Council to make a decision and discuss whether they are okay with those impacts on the
existing facility. He stated they are unable to move it further south as it would place the tower on
private property.

There is an area of trees at the Austin waste transfer station that is impacted by this 500-foot
radius. If they proceed and approve the proposed location, they will likely need to remove some
trees on the north side of the transfer station. These trees create a very nice visual barrier for the
operation at the transfer station. However, from a weather station, they provide a disadvantage by
blocking wind that could be measured at the state weather station.

Mr. Lang stated he was concerned about the transfer station building. He stated according to
MnDOT, if there is an obstruction within a 1000-foot zone and it's small enough to meet specific
criteria set forward, it's allowed. It's not looked at as a wind obstruction. He reviewed the
requirements MnDOT provided, and based on this analysis, he believes the Austin waste transfer
station would meet their criteria for a waiver, essentially due to its location.

Mr. Lang gave the following two options for Council to consider:

1) Accept the new AWOS location with height restrictions to the Austin waste transfer station site
and requirements for tree removal. This would allow the project to move forward in the fall
’25 or spring *26 with 100% funding from MnDOT.

2) Request a waiver from the FAA to allow for the AWOS to be moved north to encroach
into the 1000-foot setback area. This would require additional time and approvals from
the FAA are not certain. Time for construction would likely be delayed and may push the
project outside the window for this funding grant. It would then either fall to a 70/30 cost
split or a possible future MnDOT grant.



Council Member Baskin stated he is in favor of option one.

Council Member Postma stated he has no issue with this project as this is not a residential area.
He would like to know the cost of the tree removal.

Mr. Lang stated he can check with MnDOT and see if that cost can be wrapped in the project. He
stated this evening he is just looking for a consensus that Council is ok with option one and he
will move that forward to MnDOT.

Council agreed with no objections to Mr. Lang’s proposal.

Item will appear on a future Council Meeting for approval once the grant is secured.

Item #3 HRA Housing Discussion — Megan Seger

Three Rivers Community Action representatives, Megan Seger and Council Member Laura Helle
presented to the Council a proposal for a new housing development they would like the City to
collaborate with them on. They have two previous projects in Austin, Fox Pointe Townhomes
and 1st & 3rd Apartments. These two developments are currently full and have a combined
waitlist of 130 people. The proposed site would be located along [-90 by Kuehn Motors and
down the road from Hormel Foods. The building would contain 40 units with a mix of 1-, 2-, 3-
and 4-bedroom units.

Three Rivers Community Action is trying to apply for state funding to assist in the building of
this unit. If they can demonstrate community support for the project, they increase their chances
of obtaining state funding. They would request the City fund a contribution not to exceed
$400,000.

Mayor King asked how many people on the waitlist were residents of Austin.

Council Member Helle stated there is no definite way to know this, but she stated approximately
85% of people have the same zip code.

Mr. Dankert stated the City has been working with the HRA and Three Rivers on this project,
and they have funds available for this project. Mr. Dankert noted the City received State funds in
2023 and 2024, totaling $120,000 per year, which must be used for affordable housing. It is
sitting in a fund waiting to be used. He stated the City is supposed to receive an additional
$120,000 from the State for housing, but the legislature has not completed its budgeting at this
time. In addition, there is $500,000 to $600,000 set aside in the building fund for affordable
housing and/or daycare. There are funds available for this project. There would be no TIF request
for this project, and no TIF district would need to be created. He stated the Hormel Foundation,
HRA, and Mower County have all shown support for this project.

Council Member Helle stated receiving a tax credit award grant from the State is very
competitive. The reason they chose a contribution of up to $400,000 from the City is that it will
award them the maximum amount of points on their application, and they are trying to maximize
their chances of receiving the grant. They would know in December whether they had been
awarded the grant.



Council Member Baskin asked if they have engaged the local neighborhood or do they have a
plan to do that? He stated the last time a housing project came up they received a lot of backlash
from the neighbors. Do they anticipate this not being the case this time?

Council Member Helle stated they have not engaged the neighborhood but can do this. She
believes they can use the 1% and 3™ Apartments as an example, and they are not concerned about
this project getting derailed.

Council Member Baskin asked if this is the most economical way to solve this issue? He wanted
to know why this project is this so expensive and why each unit costs $450,000. He stated houses
can be build for this amount. Is there a better way to solve this problem.

Council Member Helle stated they are building these properties to be owned for decades and
decades. There are many added financial and legal costs that go into building these projects due
to the tax credits they receive. She stated they could build a home for $450,000 but a person
paying 30%, 60% or 100% AMI would not be able to afford to pay for a $450,000 house. She
stated it may not be an efficient use of capital, but it is the system that we are working with.

Mayor King asked if the land has been acquired yet.

Council Member Helle stated there is a purchase agreement in place that if the funding comes
through they would purchase the land.

Mr. Dankert stated the HRA has a conditional purchase agreement already approved.

Council Member Oballa stated it would be good to start a conversation with the neighborhood
about the future project.

Council Member Fischer stated he would like to know more about where the people were located
that were on the waiting list and if there were residents of Austin. If we build this, are we
bringing more people to Austin that we don’t need.

Council Member Helle stated she does not know who is on the waiting list but stated 85% had an
Austin zip code.

Council Member-at-Large Austin stated by building this it would opening up more housing, it
would build the population for the City of Austin and it would help to grow the tax base so it
would be a win-win.

Council Member Postma stated the money is already earmarked for this type of project, it should
not effect out tax levy and at some point this money will expire. He also agrees that $450,000 is a
lot for an apartment but looking at this site and he doesn’t know what other housing would go
there. He could see the City taking a pause after completing this project. He stated he has heard
of a need for a new housing study and he would like to see that and see where the City is at. He
also stated as far as the neighborhood, their property is zoned for this and the neighboring
business nearby had the opportunity to purchase this business and chose not to.

Mayor King asked if the City is in need of a new housing study.



Council Member Helle stated now would be a good time to budget for a new housing study.

Mr. Dankert stated the HRA has indicated they would like to approach the City on joint funding
for a new housing study.

Council Member Postma stated if they are not able to get the grant funding this year they should
have a good chance to obtain the grant next year.

Mayor King asked Mr. Dankert how much funding did they City have at this time.

Mr. Danker relayed currently they have in state funding $240,000 and $500,000 to $600,000 in
the building fund for affordable housing/daycare.

Mayor King asked Council what they are in favor of.
Council Member-at-Large Austin stated he is in favor of the amount requested.

Council Member Baskin stated this is not the most efficient way to spend the money, but they do
have funding they can spend. They also have other local support for this project.

Mayor King asked what happens when these funds are depleted.

Mr. Dankert stated if the State continues to give the City $120,000, the Build Fund can be used,
it can be reserve, or it can be invested.

Council Member Postma asked if this program could go away and if so what happens.

Council Member Helle stated this program seems to be solid. She does not believe low-income
tax credits are going to go anywhere.

Moved by Council Member-at-Large Austin, seconded by Council Member Oballa, to approve
recommending up to $400,000 for the Three Rivers Housing Project to the Council meeting on
June 16, 2025. Carried 6-0 (Council Member Helle Abstaining).

This will be added to the June 16, 2025 Council meeting.

Item #4 2026 Budget Discussion — Tom Dankert

Director of Administrative Services Tom Dankert presented to the Council on the 2026 Budget.
He discussed the budget expectations and deadlines. He stated the proposed tax levy would have
to be set by September 30, 2025, by law. The final tax levy will be adopted by December 15,
2025.

Mr. Dankert asked Council what programs they would like to continue funding and if there is
any additional staffing they would like to add. He stated the estimated investment for employees
for 2026 is $1,185,000. He said usage of fund balance for permanent, ongoing expenditures is
not advisable. He noted the Pay 2025 Tax Levy is $9,800,000, and every 1% increase in the tax
levy equates to just under $100,000. He requested Council direction for department heads on
what direction they would like to take.



Mayor King stated he would like to propose a budget committee where the Mayor and three
Council members would meet to discuss the budget. He believes there are benefits in efficiency,
but there may also be adverse effects, as the public and staff would like transparency during
budget discussions. He would like to know the Council's thoughts on this committee.

Council Member Fischer stated they are trying to be open, and if they have budget discussions
behind closed doors, it may give the impression that they are hiding something, so he would
disagree with having a budget committee.

Council Member Baskin stated it can help with employee engagement, as we will need to look at
how the City will perform differently. When they host these discussions, they discuss real people
and real jobs. If they want to discuss how to run a department differently, they are only creating
ideas at that time. Being able to run through these ideas with a budget committee will help each
other look at a problem from different angles and work together to find a solution. He would
look at it more as a value exercise. He would like to look at all the options.

Council Member-at-Large Austin agreed and appreciated being able to take a deeper look at the
budget when he was on a previous committee in 2020.

Mr. Dankert stated in 2020 that there were disagreements with members who were not involved
in the committee. If the Council were to decide to form a committee again, he would suggest that
there be better communication between the members this time.

Council Member Baskin stated he would like to examine how the City can improve and operate
more efficiently.

Council Member Helle would like to know if there is a way for employees to come forward with
their money-saving and time-saving ideas. She believes that people working on the front lines
every day would have insightful ideas. She thinks this would be more valuable to the Council
than a budget committee.

Council Member Postma stated budget discussions are always challenging, and it is difficult to
discuss positions, position mergers, or budget cuts. He isn't opposed to a budget committee, as
this information is still being shared with all Council and Department Heads for review. He
would be more concerned with the composition of the budget committee and who would be
eligible to attend these meetings, as well as the time commitment required to be part of this
committee. He stated he is okay with not being on the committee if others can make the time
commitment.

Mayor King wishes everyone could see all the work that goes into creating the budget. He is
open to having the budget committee or not.

Moved by Council Member-at-Large Austin, seconded by Council Member Postma, to approve a
Council budget committee. 2-4 Waller, Helle, Fischer, Oballa — Nay. Further discussion ensued.

Council Member Postma asked who would be available to commit to this committee and attend
the meetings, and he asked Mr. Dankert about the timeline for this committee.



Mr. Dankert stated it would take approximately five to six weeks, and each meeting would last
anywhere from one to two hours. Budgets from Department Heads will need to be submitted by
July 11.

Council Member Oballa asked if the public would be able to attend these committee meetings.
Mayor King stated it would only be three Council Members and the Mayor in attendance.

Council Member Fischer asked if this would double the work, as they would be discussing the
information in the committee and then have to bring it back to the Council for further discussion.

Council Member-at-Large Austin stated topics could be submitted for discussion.

Council Member Helle stated she would have the capacity to serve on this committee, but she
does not believe this would be the right year to conduct it.

Mayor King thought Council Member Helle, Postma, and Baskin would be good for the
committee.

Council Member Oballa stated he liked the idea, but he believes the best ideas do not always
come from the people at the podium. There are many insightful people in the community. If they
need additional people in the community, he would be interested in learning, as he is very
interested in this.

Council Member Helle suggested that as an alternative idea, the Council could conduct extra
meetings at the library, where anyone could attend and discuss ideas.

Council Member-at-Large Austin does see this as an alternative. He believes the Council will
face numerous issues. Meeting regularly would be an option.

Moved by Council Member Helle, seconded by Council Member Postma, to hold additional
committee as a whole budget discussion meetings during July and August at the Austin Public
Library. Carried. Further discussion ensued.

Council Member-at-Large Austin asked if there was anything the Council could do before the
meeting in July to assist with the budget discussion.

Mr. Dankert stated in tonight’s work session, staff was hoping to get more direction.

Mayor King stated he would like to hire an intern for the Public Works Department and add
pickleball to Austin.

Council Member Helle would like to prune and trim the budget, but she is unsure how to
proceed. She wants to know what areas they are overserving and where is an area that could be a
long-term savings.

Mr. Dankert stated they can create an anonymous survey for employees and the public to answer
with an open-ended question on what areas they feel are being overserved or what ideas they
have on how to create long-term savings.



Council Member Postma stated Council Member Helle is hitting a point, as previously, a
supervisor tried to bring up a suggestion of cost savings, but they received backlash from their
department.

Mr. Dankert suggested a meeting starting July 21 through August 18 to discuss the budget.

Council Member Postma suggested they block off every Monday evening moving forward to
meet to discuss the budget.

Item #5 Administrative Report

None

Item #6 Open Discussion

Moved by Council Member-at-Large Austin, seconded by Council Member Oballa, to adjourn
the meeting at 7:48 p.m.

Respectfully Submitted,

Brianne D. Wolf, City Clerk



