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Finance & Personnel Committee Subcommittee
of the City of Onalaska

Thursday, September 10, 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 10, 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: Mayor Joe Chilsen, Ald. Jim Bialecki, Ald. Jim Binash, Human Resource Director
Hope Burchell

Item 2 — Approval of minutes from the previous meeting

Motion by Ald. Bertrand, second by Ron, to approve the minutes from the previous meeting as
printed and on file in the City Clerk’s Office.

On voice vote, motion carried.

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

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

Consideration and possible action on the following items:

Item 4 — Review and consideration of hiring a full-time City Administrator or City
Manager and review of options for Mayor position

Hope said she had sent some of the State of Wisconsin Statutes from Karl Green’s presentation
at Tuesday evening’s Common Council meeting. Hope also noted she had obtained ordinance
information from a selection of municipalities, including Eau Claire, Middleton, Tomah and
Holmen. Hope said she had not been able to obtain a significant amount of data related to a city
administrator; however, she had found information related to a town administrator. Hope said
she believes most of the municipalities she has contacted had some form of a city ordinance.
Hope said she also had asked the municipalities why they had converted to a city administrator
or city manager, and if there had been a referendum. While not every municipality has
responded, some have been very forthcoming with information. Hope said she hopes to gather
more information and asked for additional time to contact municipalities by telephone so the
subcommittee will have more time to analyze the data at its next meeting.

Ald. Bertrand asked Hope if she is allowed to share her general impressions from what she has
learned.
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Hope told Ald. Bertrand she is hesitant to share her impressions at this time because she still has
not obtained sufficient data.

Ald. Bertrand said he likes the fact some of the municipalities that have responded have made
positive comments regarding the city administrator or city manager position.

Hope said the City of Eau Claire is the only municipality from which she has obtained
information so far that has done a referendum.

Ald. Bertrand asked if it is reasonable to assume that Hope will be able to obtain the data she has
requested but not yet received.

Ald. Muth asked if this information is public record.

Hope said the documents are public record, but noted that municipalities might not have concrete
data regarding a city administrator or city manager. Hope said she wants to follow up with the
municipalities that had not answered specific questions.

Ron noted the municipalities had been asked about the positive experiences of their particular
form of city government and asked if municipalities generally will speak positively about their
form of government.

Ald. Muth asked if the municipalities should be asked if they have had either a positive or
negative experience with their form of government.

Ald. Bertrand suggested asking municipalities what their experience has been with that form of
government. This will allow them to share whether their experience has been positive or
negative.

Ron referred to Karl Green’s presentation during Tuesday night’s Common Council meeting and
said it is his understanding there is no mention of the word *administrator’ in State of Wisconsin
Statutes.

Hope noted she had examined the statutes (60.0) and said the reference she had found referred to
“the town area.”

Ron reiterated it is his understanding that there is no mention of a city administrator in state
statutes. Ron also said City Attorney Sean O’Flaherty had pointed out there is a reference to a
city administrator in State Statute 62.009.

Lori said this statute references the delegation of some duties that did not require a charter.
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Ald. Muth said he had asked Karl to define what a city administrator is and what a city manager
is.

Ald. Bialecki said city administrators and city managers are covered under two different sections
of state statutes. Ald. Bialecki said a city manager typically will be “more empowered” than a
city administrator. Ald. Bialecki also noted that neither Eau Claire nor Fond du Lac have a
mayor. A city manager leads both cities, and the common councils in both municipalities elect a
vice president who oversees meetings. Ald. Bialecki said any decisions made by the city
manager that the council wants to overturn require a two-thirds vote. However, Ald. Bialecki
also pointed out that the city manager position is not “all-powerful” and said it is essential to
have a contract that specifically states what either a full-time city manager or city administrator
can and cannot do.

Hope said several of the ordinances she has read list the duties of a city administrator or city
manager. Hope also noted several municipalities also have contracts that state the specific duties
and job descriptions of a city administrator or city manager.

Ald. Muth and Ald. Bertrand both said their primary concern is the fiscal impact a city
administrator would have on the city. Ald. Muth said he wants the Common Council to have this
information.

Hope said it is the subcommittee’s duty to determine if the city should consider hiring a city
administrator or city manager and if so, what his/her duties should be. Hope said the
subcommittee also is charged with determining if the city should employ a part-time mayor.
Hope said the subcommittee must decide which avenue it believes the city should pursue, but she
also said the city will not take any action if it is not financially feasible.

Ald. Binash noted he had had a telephone conversation with a constituent who asked him if it
was necessary to have a city administrator.

Ald. Bialecki said, “I think this group was tasked as a subcommittee to make a recommendation
back to [the Council]. Should we have a full-time administrator, a manager, or remain with the
mayor? If in fact you choose other than the mayor, then it goes back to the Finance and
Personnel Committee to justify it fiscally and find the money.”

Ald. Bertrand said, “So what you’re saying is we’re kind of blind at this point to the dollars for
saying the concept sounds good or is good based on this information — yes, we’d like to see this
or no, we would not like to see this. Is that what you’re saying?”

Ald. Bialecki said yes.

Mayor Chilsen told the subcommittee it is examining the concept and said the Finance and
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Personnel Committee will be tasked with the financial aspect.

Ron said that while he sees the advantages of having a city administrator, he also said, “I really
would favor us having a mayor who represents the city, who speaks for the city, and who is
elected by the city. Jim, you mentioned that Eau Claire is one of the few cities that does not have
a mayor. But they elect at large a council president. They have 10 council members and one at-
large who is a council president.”

Ald. Bialecki pointed out that the council president only presides over the meetings.

Ron reiterated he believes it is beneficial for a city to be represented by a mayor who will
advocate for Onalaska.

Ald. Bertrand said it seems to him that a city administrator “is here to run a business” and does
not have the time or the charge to perform the same duties as a mayor. Ald. Bertrand said, “It
seems to me as though | don’t think we can do without the mayor. ... Money aside, we’re going
to find somebody that is qualified [to be a city administrator], has experience in the job of being
CEO of a government entity, and is hopefully going to be here over the long term. Yes, there are
negatives. But it seems to me the positives [to having a city administrator] are so compelling,
and it is so compelling to have a mayor along with that.”

Ron said he agrees with Ald. Bertrand, but he also said he believes the city will have difficulty
attracting and retaining a quality city administrator.

Lori asked Hope if any of the municipalities had told her if staffing had been impacted by hiring
a city administrator.

Hope noted that a personnel director had resigned in one municipality, while another
municipality reduced the mayor’s position from full time to part time. Hope said it will be
difficult to obtain such information from other municipalities if there is no one on staff who has
institutional knowledge. Hope said it will then become necessary for her to make a specific
records request.

Lori inquired about the city’s previous conversion to a city administrator.
Hope said she does not believe any staffing changes had been made.

Ron asked if one of the negatives to having a city administrator is that he/she would not be an
elected official.

Ald. Muth and Ald. Bertrand both said they view that as a positive. Ald. Muth said, “I see it as a
ladder. The citizens control the Common Council. The Common Council has the obligation to
Reviewed 9/15/15 by Hope Burchell
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control the manager or city administrator. They’re running it like a business, so if we’re not
doing our job the citizens [vote us out of office]. If we have an administrator or manager that is
not doing his or her job the same thing goes. We have something in the contract to part ways.”

Ron asked if the citizens would believe that this is excessive bureaucracy.

Ald. Muth said, “I think we’re looking at the difference between a mayor and an administrator,
and | think we discussed this at the last meeting. A mayor is elected by popular vote no matter
what his or her qualifications are, their abilities or anything like that. That’s the mayor’s
position. Hopefully voters would look at their qualifications and why they voted for that person.
But the bottom line is some mayors are not ... | ran for mayor —and | said it last time — the more
I think about it and the more | concentrate on it | would have been uncomfortable had I been
elected because basically I am relying on staff to run the city. An administrator or a manager has
the education, the training and the experience to hopefully work with the staff. ... We’ve had
good mayors. We have a good mayor. But can the city do better going the other way? | think
that’s what we’re looking at.”

Ald. Bertrand said continuity is important, noting the city administrator position will not change
with an election.

Lori said citizens will want to know how a city administrator will help make the city government
function more efficiently.

Ald. Bertrand said this is something both he and the rest of the subcommittee must examine.

Ron noted that Ald. Bialecki has served as both a mayor (City of Onalaska) and a city
administrator (City of Tomah) and said he would like him to share what he believes are the
positives and negatives.

Ald. Bialecki said he does not believe Onalaska will have a city manager and stated, “However,
a qualified administrator will understand all aspects of every department as if they were in that
department alone.” Ald. Bialecki noted that it would take at least six months to fill a position
such as Human Resource Director, Land Use and Development Director or Financial Services
Director/Treasurer if there were a vacancy. Ald. Bialecki said, “At least you have someone [in a
city administrator] who knows how to handle that, and more importantly, understands the
program and understands the fiscal aspect too. | just think, in my opinion, at this time that
perhaps the best route for us is to go in that direction [hiring a city administrator]. They’re very
versed in everything.”

Ald. Bialecki noted there have been instances where cities have not checked the qualifications of
individuals and thus encountered difficulties. Ald. Bialecki said it is important to establish the
job duties and the qualifications for a city administrator and suggested that the focus be on public
Reviewed 9/15/15 by Hope Burchell
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administration. Ald. Bialecki noted that when he was hired as City Administrator for the City of
Tomah he was given a book detailing what was expected of him and what his salary would be.
There also was an agreement that one party would give the other party 90 days notice if there
was to be a parting of ways. Ald. Bialecki said he believes in most instances a city administrator
will have his or her contract extended.

Mayor Chilsen said he believes a part-time mayor could take some actions from a public
relations standpoint and a development standpoint to help the city move forward. Mayor Chilsen
said he also believes a city needs someone who is well-versed in public administration.

Ald. Bertrand said it is likely the city will face an increased cost for the salaries of a city
administrator and a mayor and asked Ald. Bialecki, “Do you feel that we need to be compelled in
talking to the citizenry to justify the cost difference? Can you see that we’re handling
government more efficiently so that we’re making up that money? How do you respond to
that?”

Ald. Bialecki said, “I would go at that differently. | would focus more on the position or the
qualifications and the expectations of the city. And if in fact these goals are accomplished, then
we’ll talk about economics. I’ll be clear with that, too. There’s no doubt in my mind that if
you’re going to go to a city administrator you’re not going to get one for $60,000 a year. But
most communities that | have experience with have had very good luck with everybody in there.
It all kind of comes down to the agreements. The only thing that could come up from time to
time that might be a negative to a city administrator is that sometimes you might get a part-time
mayor in there and they don’t get along with the city administrator. Sometimes mayors want to
do this, this and that. It needs to be clear that when you write this agreement with this city
administrator it will specify that you are responsible for city operations and not the mayor. If
there are problems there, that position reports to the Common Council. There are some checks
and balances there.”

Mayor Chilsen said it is important to have a Common Council president who will work closely
with both the city administrator and the part-time mayor.

Ron asked who would break a tie in a Common Council vote.

Ald. Bialecki said the mayor would, noting that the city administrator does not have a vote. Ald.
Bialecki also said a city administrator’s job description would be spelled out in his or her
contract. This includes the expectation that he or she would bring forward to the Council the
right recommendations to consider.

Ron reiterated he believes it might be difficult for the city to attract and retain a city
administrator and asked if there are individuals who have chosen city administration as a career.
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Ald. Bialecki asked Hope to go to icma.org, the website for the International City/County
Management Association. This site lists open positions in the country as well as job descriptions
and salaries.

Ron noted that a new mayor can be elected every four years and said it is possible the city could
have a new administrator every two years.

Ald. Bialecki said, “I think the city has a pretty good history of growth and a lot of other things
behind it. ... I think you’re going to attract a lot of candidates. Now it’s up to you to pick the
right one.”

Mayor Chilsen said he believes Onalaska would be an attractive destination due to its growth and
agreed with Ald. Bialecki in that he also believes the pool of candidates would be exceptional.

Ron said he believes there are other areas in the state that are equally attractive as Onalaska and
would pay a higher salary.

Ald. Bertrand said that while there are risks with any decision, he believes hiring a city
administrator is a risk worth taking.

Ald. Muth asked if there are any questions Hope could ask the municipalities she will be
contacting.

Ron suggested asking if there are any negatives to the form of government they utilize.

Ald. Bertrand suggested that perhaps the subcommittee could by the completion of its next
meeting establish goals or criteria.

Ald. Bialecki noted that Mayor Chilsen’s term expires in April 2016 and said the subcommittee
must be mindful of timeframes if the city pursues a city administrator. Ald. Bialecki also noted
that the city must establish a funding mechanism during the budget process if a city administrator
is to be hired.

Hope said she hopes to obtain more data from the municipalities so the subcommittee has
sufficient information. Hope also said she agrees with Ald. Bertrand that the subcommittee
should strive to establish goals and objectives by the end of its next meeting. Hope said the goal
would be to have a recommendation for the Finance and Personnel Committee by October.

Ald. Bialecki said he believes the fact there are only six members on the Common Council will
be attractive to city administrator candidates.

Ald. Muth asked the subcommittee to examine the two positions (mayor, city administrator) and
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295  determine the positives and the negatives of each. Ald. Muth said, “I think what we’re supposed
296  to be doing is giving the Finance and Personnel Committee a recommendation of the good or bad
297  of going this way. | would like to be able to explain why we pick a position and why we went to
298  that position.”

299

300  The subcommittee will meet again at 4 p.m. on Tuesday, September 22.

301

302  Adjournment

303

304  Motion by Ald. Muth, second by Ald. Bertrand, to adjourn at 4:57 p.m.

305

306  On voice vote, motion carried.

307

308

309 Recorded by:

310

311  Kirk Bey
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