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Finance & Personnel Committee Subcommittee
of the City of Onalaska

Thursday, September 3, 2015
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The Meeting of the Finance & Personnel Committee Subcommittee of the City of Onalaska was
called to order at 4:00 p.m. on Thursday, September 3, 2015. It was noted that the meeting had
been announced and a notice posted at City Hall.

Roll call was taken, with the following members present: Ald. Bob Muth, Ald. Harvey Bertrand,
Ron Johnson, Lori Olson

Also Present: Ald. Jim Binash, Human Resource Director Hope Burchell

Item 2 — Public Input (limited to 3 minutes/individual)

Ald. Muth called for anyone wishing to provide public input.

Dan Ferries
402 9" Avenue North
Onalaska

“I’ve already spoken before Finance and Personnel, and also the Council as a whole about hiring
a full-time [city] administrator or city manager. I’m not against the proposal, but I think with
conversations with residents that this big of a change in city government, where basically an
employee of the city is making decisions and spending taxpayers’ money, would not sit well with
some people if they don’t agree with their decisions. And it’s not [as simple as] vote them out of
office. I’m afraid that without a referendum for this issue it might turn into another garbage can
conundrum, and we all remember that. We need a referendum on this. Studying these
attachments pertaining to this, it looks like Middleton is probably the best comparison to the City
of Onalaska population-wise, and it’s also right next door to a major city [Madison]. From what
I see, Hortonville may be the only one without a mayor that has an administrator. You’re going
to spend $100,000, anyway. | know county administrators and city administrators are quite
different. We searched long nationwide, and we couldn’t find an assistant. We scaled the
requirements down to find a deputy assistant with fewer requirements and fewer responsibilities.
But we had a major search and couldn’t find someone suitable. You’re talking about someone
who usually has a bachelor’s degree and master’s degree in finance, human resource, and in city
development or county development. Would that mean reduction of our city staff now so that’s
not just an additional expense? What I’m trying to convey is, this is a major change in our city
government, and | think it should go to a referendum. Thank you for your service.”

Ald. Muth called three times for anyone else wishing to provide public input and closed that
portion of the meeting.

Consideration and possible action on the following items:

Item 3 — Review and consideration of hiring a full-time City Administrator or City
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Manager and review of options for Mayor position

Hope said she had collected data from communities with populations either similar to or greater
than the City of Onalaska. Hope said she also had requested salary information, job descriptions
and employment agreements. Hope referred to the attachments distributed to committee
members and noted they include which municipalities have part-time mayors or full-time
mayors. The attachments also show that some of the municipalities have a minimum and a
maximum pay grade, and they also list a current salary. Hope noted that some of the
municipalities did not list pay grades, but rather the current salary. Two municipalities (Eau
Claire and Fond du Lac) employ city managers. Hope referred to the “Current City
Administrator/Manager Salaries” handout and noted that the pink bar represents the population
of the listed municipalities. Current salaries also have been included. Two attachments show
minimum and maximum salaries, and one shows each municipality’s population. Hope noted
that approximately half of the communities she had contacted requesting information had
provided it. Hope referred to the job responsibility comparison handout and said she had
attempted to indicate the municipality, whether it has either a city administrator or city manager,
and whether it had a full- or part-time mayor. Hope referred to the job descriptions she had been
given and said she had included in the handout the education requirement for the positions, years
of experience required, and other types of experience. Hope noted she had included seven
condensed factors for job functions as well as if an employment contract is utilized and if so, its
term. Hope noted that she had focused on the primary job duties and had not included
information such as a city administrator/manager performs the day-to-day operations, works
closely with the Council and advises Council decisions because this information had been
included in nearly all the job descriptions. Hope offered to follow up with the communities,
saying they have been helpful in responding to additional questions she has had.

Ald. Muth asked Hope to contact municipalities that are similar in size to the City of Onalaska
and had not supplied information.

Ald. Binash asked Hope to ask the municipalities why they had converted to a city administrator.
Ald. Bertrand asked Hope to ask the communities if they had gone to a referendum.

Ald. Muth noted city staff had informed him that the city had gone from having a mayor to a city
administrator and then back to a full-time mayor. Ald. Muth said, “Neither time was a
referendum. It was decided by the Finance and Personnel Committee and then the Common
Council. There was no referendum.”

Ron asked when the changes had occurred.

Ald. Muth said one city administrator served from 1985 to 1988, and another served from 1988

to 2000, when the city returned to having a full-time mayor. Ald. Muth noted the second city
Reviewed 9/8/15 by Hope Burchell
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administrator’s salary at the time was $48,040.72 and said that salary in 2015 would equate to
$81,118.

Ron noted that the City of La Crosse has in the past contemplated converting to a city
administrator and said the City of Menomonie also has “gone back and forth.” Ron said he is
confused about the difference between the role of a city manager and that of a city administrator.

Ald. Muth explained that a city manager wields more power and any decisions he/she makes
would need a 60-percent vote from the Council in order to be overridden. Ald. Muth also
explained that a city administrator must adhere to decisions made by the Council. Ald. Muth
said he believes the subcommittee has been tasked with comparing a city administrator to a city
manager as well as deciding if the city employs a part-time mayor if a city administrator is hired,
and what his/her duties will be. Ald. Muth also noted that Ald. Jim Bialecki had discussed the
fiscal ramifications to the city for converting from a full-time mayor to city administrator.

Ald. Muth said, “There is good and bad for both of them. 1 ran for Mayor. | lost by a few votes,
and after I lost | wondered a few months afterwards did | really lose? As a mayor, the things that
you have to know [such as] financial, planning, personnel, I really felt that | wasn’t qualified in
my own mind. | wanted to do a good job, but in my own mind ... We have some excellent
department heads here that we can rely on. But it would be nice to have someone in that position
that has the knowledge of personnel and finance and some backgrounds and some education. An
administrator/manager went to school, [has] education [and] experience. That is his or her field.
That’s what they love to do. That’s what they’re involved in, and | think that’s a big asset over
somebody like me that got elected because | won the popular vote.”

Ron said he agrees with Ald. Muth, but he also stated, “I also don’t believe that an education
alone qualifies you for a job.” Ron said he had attended college and earned an education degree.
Ron noted that he had taught 35 years in the Onalaska School District and told the subcommittee
his first year was a struggle. Ron said, “What I’m saying is | don’t think that my schooling
really prepared me to be a teacher.”

Ald. Bertrand said he believes there is “a minimum bar one has to cross,” stating that while he
does not believe a candidate needs to have earned a master’s degree, he does believe an
individual who has earned a bachelor’s degree has shown that he/she wants to gain an education.

Ron said he believes work experience after one earns a degree is critical.

Ald. Bertrand said he believes a city administrator needs to have earned a degree either in
business or public administration. Ald. Bertrand noted that City of La Crosse Mayor Tim Kabat
has a background in planning and he believes Mayor Kabat is “part City Administrator.” Ald.
Bertrand said he believes an administrator needs to have “progressive experience” and perhaps
two years of serving as an assistant administrator.
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Ron referred to the survey Hope had conducted and noted that the City of Onalaska would be
one of the smallest cities on the list. Ron said that while he does not oppose hiring a city
administrator, he also stated, “We might have a hard time attracting someone because | think city
managers are going to want to move up to a bigger city, a better paying job and maybe a better
climate — I don’t know. 1 don’t know what the attractions might be, but I’m afraid we are going
to be on the small end of a city trying to attract a good candidate. But | agree. I think having
experience and doing all those things instead of electing a mayor and then all of a sudden they go
from whatever they were doing to [needing to have] expertise in all those areas. That’s
overwhelming.”

Ald. Muth pointed out that a new mayor could be elected every four years, thus starting the
process all over again.

Ald. Bertrand said he believes a city administrator provides continuity and also has the training
and stated, “Those two items are key. But what you’re saying is you don’t want to compromise.”

Lori referred to an individual who worked in the Town of Campbell and said she believes he had
earned a master’s degree in public administration. This individual had earned a bachelor’s
degree in public administration and previously worked in other municipalities.

Ald. Bertrand said he believes a city administrator must have positive working relationships with
the public, the Common Council and city staff. Ald. Bertrand also said he believes a city
administrator should operate as a CEO.

Lori inquired about the duties of the part-time mayors in the municipalities that had responded to
Hope.

Hope said some of the part-time mayors have the right to appoint, serve as the chairperson of the
Common Council and cast the tiebreaking vote. Hope noted that Karl Green from UW-La
Crosse will describe the differences between a city administrator, a city manager and a mayor in
a presentation at the September 8 Common Council meeting.

Ron asked if the seven job functions listed on the attachments are prioritized.

Hope said no, noting she simply wanted to contain the information to one piece of paper.

Ald. Bertrand inquired about the timeline.

Ald. Muth told Ald. Bertrand he is “open on everything” and said he is doing his own research.

Hope said the next mayoral election is scheduled for April 2016 and noted that candidates
Reviewed 9/8/15 by Hope Burchell
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wishing to run for mayor must take out papers by the end of 2015.

Ald. Muth said he believes the subcommittee must move rapidly and meet when everyone’s
schedule allows.

Ald. Bertrand asked if a decision must be made by a specific date.

Ald. Muth said no and stated, “All we’re going to do is make a recommendation to Finance and
Personnel and the Council, and they’ll make the decision.”

Hope said the Finance and Personnel Committee will make a recommendation and then refer it
to the Common Council. Hope said the Common Council could vote to send the matter back to
Finance and Personnel.

Ald. Bertrand asked if it would be possible to make a recommendation prior to the October 13
Common Council meeting.

Ald. Muth said he believes that is a difficult question to answer, stating he first wants to hear
Karl Green’s presentation and then discuss which avenue to pursue (city administrator, retain
current system). Ald. Muth said if the subcommittee wants to pursue hiring a city administrator
it must discuss whether or not the city should have a part-time mayor. Ald. Muth also said there
must be discussion related to salary.

Ald. Binash asked if any positions were eliminated or non-existent the last time the city had an
administrator. Ald. Binash suggested finding out if a current department head was not serving in
that role when a city administrator was present. Ald. Binash also suggested finding out if a city
administrator would take over a particular department.

Ron asked if a city administrator is in a sense a director of public works.

Hope noted that in her research she discovered that some city administrators perform the finance
director’s duties, some perform planning duties, and some perform human resource duties. Hope
said, “It just depends on what that municipality wants them to do and where they want to focus.
And | think that’s something that this committee can look at and say, ‘We think the focus either
needs to be here or here.” But ultimately the decision of ‘is this going to take a position?” or
‘how are we going to come up with the money?’ [is] really [the decision of the] Finance and
Personnel [Committee]. We need to determine if we want to move to a city administrator or a
city manager or do we want to keep a full-time mayor or do we want to do one of those other
options and explore what we think that should look like.”

Ald. Bertrand asked if the subcommittee will be determining a timeline today or at a future date.
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Ald. Muth said he believes more will be known after Karl makes his presentation. Ald. Muth
said, “Somebody at one of the meetings said this is a rush. It’s not a rush, but it’s not something
that we’re just going to sit back and take months and months [to discuss] and then it’s involved
with the mayor’s election. ... If we’re going to look at it, that’s why we formed this committee.
Let’s find out what the options are and present them to Finance and Personnel and the full
Council and make the decision. What we’re doing is basically giving the options — this is what
we can look at, this is what it is going to cost, this is what we think is best for the City of
Onalaska and [we will] make a recommendation.”

Hope said she will attempt to find out why municipalities converted from having a mayor to a
city administrator as well as how the changeover was determined. Hope noted that another
question the subcommittee has raised is how difficult it is to recruit city administrators. Hope
said she also can examine State of Wisconsin Statutes pertaining to city administrators and share
this information with the subcommittee. Hope also said she can examine the previous City of
Onalaska administrators’ personnel files —if they are still present — to determine their fields of
expertise.

Ald. Bertrand said there would be an overlap of certain job duties, such as the city administrator
and the mayor. Ald. Bertrand said, “I know it’s a very subjective question, but do you have
anything from somebody who is actually involved on a day-to-day basis somewhere?”

Hope said most of the information she has obtained thus far from the municipalities has shown
that the city administrators all have job descriptions, while that is not necessarily the case with
the mayors. Hope said she believes the subcommittee will benefit from both Karl’s presentation
and the information obtained from state statutes.

Ron noted that the subcommittee has utilized the word “administrator” more than the word
“manager” during its discussion and asked if these words are being utilized interchangeably
today. Ron also asked, “When we use the word ‘administrator’ are we saying ‘administrator’
and not meaning manager?”

Ald. Muth said, “I think we’re meaning both right now. | think maybe after we hear what Karl
has to say we’ll say, ‘No, for us this is what we want. We want one over the other.” ”

Hope noted that the Finance and Personnel Committee meets the first Wednesday before the
second Tuesday every month. The Finance and Personnel Committee will meet again on
Wednesday, October 7.

Ald. Bertrand said he has been using the word “administrator” purposely because he has learned
that seems to be the more frequently chosen option.

Ald. Muth reiterated that a city manager has more authority than a city administrator and said, “If
Reviewed 9/8/15 by Hope Burchell
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I lean toward an administrator, | feel as a Council member that I answer to the citizens. They’re
my boss. Then we go right down the ladder to administrator. The Council is his or her boss. ...
As long as the citizens are the top bosses, they’re the ones who decide. If they’re not happy with
Council members, they have the power to [vote us out] and get somebody to replace us. That’s
the way it should work. I lean toward an administrator simply because | want the citizens to
have the authority.”

Lori said she believes Ald. Binash had raised a valid question in asking if there had been other
personal changes associated with having a city administrator.

Ald. Muth said the Finance and Personnel Committee and the Common Council could decide to
eliminate a position if a city administrator is knowledgeable in a certain field.

Ron asked if it would be worth examining why the city changed back to a mayor from a city
administrator in 2000.

Ald. Muth said he wants to focus on the present.

Ald. Bertrand said he believes a city administrator should have a two- to three-year probationary
period. Ald. Bertrand said, “It would make it easy to kind of mutually agree things are not
working or they are working. But then there’s an indefinite period after that.”

Ald. Muth said contracts may be written to state that the Council may give a city administrator
notice if it wants to make a change, and an administrator may give notice if he or she finds
another position.

Ron said he is concerned that the City of Onalaska will be a steppingstone for a city
administrator who wants to advance to a job with a larger salary in a larger city.

Ald. Muth noted that some of the administrators from the cities Hope surveyed have been in that
position for several years.

Ald. Bertrand said he believes one of the benefits of this area is that individuals who move here
tend to want to stay.

Ald. Muth said candidates can be asked during the interview process if they view the City of
Onalaska as a steppingstone.

Ron said he hopes that a contract with a city administrator would require that he or she must give
more than 90 days notice if he or she intends to resign.

Hope noted that many of the contracts between the municipalities surveyed and their city
Reviewed 9/8/15 by Hope Burchell
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administrators have clauses of mutual agreement. Hope said, “If we’re going to spend time and
money on this, we want to make sure we get the best candidate.”

Ron said, “I see a lot of value in a city administrator. 1 also think what we have isn’t broken. ...
I’m torn because | feel that way about what we have, and yet | see advantages to an
administrator.”

Ald. Bertrand asked Ron what he believes the city would gain by having an administrator.

Ron said reiterated Ald. Muth’s point that a new mayor could be elected every four years and
would have to learn what he or she needs to know to serve effectively. Ron said, “That could be
overwhelming. On the other hand, | also think a mayor becomes the point person for the
community. | think it’s important to have somebody like that who can be respected and speak
for the community at different functions and be a true leader for the city and advocate for the city
to the state legislature and to the Governor and to the county. | don’t know that an administrator
is going to be ... Maybe they’ll be as good at that, but those are my concerns.”

Ald. Bertrand noted it seems that several of the municipalities have both a city administrator and
a mayor and said he believes a municipality must have a mayor. Ald. Bertrand said, “I think that
people in our city and in a lot of cities are familiar with the mayor. | like the mayor. | want to
have the opportunity to elect somebody. It’s fine to have the administrator. He or she is
functioning at a capacity just like the department heads are. But | want to have somebody to
elect besides the Council.”

Ald. Binash said he believes the subcommittee has “excellent starting points” in that its members
favor a city administrator, as does he. Ald. Binash also said the subcommittee has stated it
believes a city administrator should run the city, while the mayor should serve as an advocate for
the city. Ald. Binash said, “You already have a separate distinction between what you want the
city administrator for and what you want the mayor for. If you want to build on that description,
I think that would help your committee as to the direction you want to go with the personnel that
you think you want to go.”

Ron raised a concern over a city administrator potentially being involved in a conflict with the
police chief that results in the city administrator dismissing the police chief.

Hope noted that neither a police chief nor a fire chief may be terminated by a city administrator
as there must be a hearing process and the mayor and the Police and Fire Commission must be
involved. Hope said, “Conflicts do happen whether you have a mayor or whether you have an
administrator. It’s just a matter of working through those conflicts and sometimes just agreeing
to disagree.”

Ald. Bertrand said a city administrator will have to have strong interpersonal skills and work to
Reviewed 9/8/15 by Hope Burchell
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earn the respect of the staff so that the situation Ron described can be avoided.

Hope said decisions regarding finances still will be made by the Council and noted she has seen
in the job descriptions for city administrators that they work within whatever the
recommendations of the policy decisions made by the mayor and the Council.

The subcommittee agreed to meet again at 4 p.m. on Thursday, September 10.

Adjournment

Motion by Ald. Muth, second by Ald. Bertrand, to adjourn.

On voice vote, motion carried.

Recorded by:

Kirk Bey
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