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The Meeting of the Finance & Personnel Committee Subcommittee of the City of Onalaska was 1 
called to order at 4:00 p.m. on Tuesday, September 22, 2015.  It was noted that the meeting had 2 
been announced and a notice posted at City Hall. 3 
 4 
Roll call was taken, with the following members present:  Ald. Bob Muth, Ald. Harvey Bertrand, 5 
Ron Johnson, Lori Olson 6 
 7 
Also Present:  Human Resource Director Hope Burchell 8 
 9 
Item 2 – Approval of minutes from the previous meeting  10 
 11 
Motion by Ald. Bertrand, second by Lori, to approve the minutes from the previous meeting as 12 
printed and on file in the City Clerk’s Office. 13 
 14 
On voice vote, motion carried. 15 
 16 
Item 3 – Public Input (limited to 3 minutes/individual)  17 
 18 
Ald. Muth called for anyone wishing to provide public input. 19 
 20 
Harriet Schuppel 21 
515 3rd Avenue North 22 
Onalaska 23 
 24 
“I’m going to say that I am in favor of an administrator and a part-time mayor.  But I would like 25 
that mayor’s position moved from a four-year term to a two-year term.  That’s what the mayor’s 26 
position was – a two-year term until Jim Bialecki [was elected City of Onalaska Mayor] and one 27 
of the alderpersons that was [serving] moved that it go to four years.  I would like to see it go 28 
back to two years, and my reason for it is you hire an administrator and the Council has control 29 
of that administrator.  If it doesn’t work out the Council can let that administrator go.  If we have 30 
a four-year mayor in there and the mayor and the administrator don’t get along, and may not 31 
even get along with the Council, if you have a two-year mayor it’s easier to dispose of the 32 
mayor.  So I think that’s what needs to be looked at.  Also, I do think that this should go to a 33 
referendum.  And I’m going back to say that [because of] what happened with the garbage cans.  34 
What did it cost the city as a result because the Council made the decision?  It didn’t go to the 35 
people.  The Council did not take a look at people who lived in condominiums or side-by-side 36 
places, and where there restrictions as to what they could have for garbage cans.  Therefore, I 37 
don’t want to see something like that happen again in making this decision regarding the 38 
administrator.  That’s why I would like to see it go to referendum and see what the people feel on 39 
it.  I also have not seen a job description for the administrator or the wage bracket, and I have not 40 
seen a job description for the mayor and the wage bracket for that [position] either.  I think those 41 
are two things that need to come out to the public so that they know, and then put it to a 42 
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referendum and let them make their decision.  Yes, we vote for people to be on Council.  But if 43 
there is only one person running for that Council position, they automatically get it.  It might not 44 
be my choice, but I have to accept that person as my Council person.  So I think there are many 45 
things that need to be looked at in regard to going forward with this.” 46 
 47 
Dan Ferries 48 
402 9th Avenue North 49 
Onalaska 50 
 51 
“I’ve talked to you folks before about this.   I talked to Council, and I talked to [the 52 
Administrative and Judiciary Committee].  I’m not disagreeing about the administrator; I’ve 53 
been disappointed in the last few years with the current administration.  But disregarding that, 54 
I’m not disagreeing that that should be the route that maybe we should go.  But I’m here to talk 55 
to you about sending this to a referendum once again.  Voluntary or not voluntary, I think that’s 56 
where it should end up – with the voice of the people.  I came from a funeral this afternoon of a 57 
real neat lady that was in politics that I partnered with for years, and one thing that echoed 58 
through is she fought for her constituents.   I do believe that this needs to go to a referendum, and 59 
I hope that’s your choice.  As far as job descriptions and wages … Robert, I think you were on 60 
there and Mr. Bialecki was on there and Hope Burchell was involved with three different 61 
comparison wage scales and job descriptions back in 2009 – January 7, 2009 as this one is dated 62 
– and it talks about city administrators in several different areas in comparable cities with the 63 
wage scales running from $112,000 down to $75,000.  Most of them are in the $80,000 range.  I 64 
don’t know how challenging that would have been to get that information out once again.  This is 65 
dated back in 2009 with wages ranging from $116,000, with $116,000 as the high and $79,000 as 66 
the low.  So once again, I’m encouraging you folks to probably send it forward as looking at an 67 
administrator, but also send it voluntarily out to the public in a referendum.  Thank you.” 68 
 69 
Ald. Muth called three times for anyone else wishing to provide public input and closed that 70 
portion of the meeting. 71 
 72 

Consideration and possible action on the following items: 73 
 74 
Item 4 – Review and consideration of hiring a full-time City Administrator or City 75 
Manager and review of options for Mayor position 76 
 77 
Ald. Muth said, “As far as job descriptions, we have not advertised anything.  We’re still looking 78 
at those, and that will be something that the Finance and Personnel Committee and the Common 79 
Council will be looking at.  That’s not really for this subcommittee.” 80 
 81 
Ald. Muth referred to an email he had received from George Tabbert and noted it is the only 82 
email he has received from a citizen regarding city government.  Ald. Muth also noted he had 83 
distributed a copy of George Tabbert’s email to subcommittee members. 84 
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 85 
Ald. Bertrand referred to a document he had created entitled “City Administration Review” and 86 
pointed out the following: 87 
 88 

• In his research he had discovered that more than 60 percent of cities have an 89 
administrator/mayor form of government. 90 

• While a referendum would to some degree determine the voters’ will, only 25 percent of 91 
the electorate vote. 92 

• Most administrator governments also have a mayor. 93 
• A mayor is essential to city government as he/she establishes vision and sets policy, is 94 

involved with community relations and communications, and participates in special 95 
ceremonies and public events. 96 

 97 
Ald. Bertrand said he is recommending that a referendum not be held, stating it might be 98 
“superfluous” to the city’s situation.  Ald. Bertrand said that while he does not believe a city 99 
administrator requires “an extensive amount of experience” he would like to see that person, 100 
should the City of Onalaska decide to hire an administrator, have at the very least experience 101 
serving in an assistant administrator’s role.  Ald. Bertrand said he also would like this individual 102 
to have earned a Bachelor’s Degree either in public administration (preferred) or business. 103 
 104 
Ald. Muth said, “I’ve thought about this, and I think what we have to do is go back to what this 105 
subcommittee is supposed to look at.  I don’t think it’s our choice about [holding a] referendum 106 
or not [holding a] referendum [because] that’s the Finance and Personnel Committee’s 107 
responsibility.  [As far as] what the salaries are going to be, again, that is the Common Council’s 108 
and the Finance and Personnel Committee’s responsibility.  [As far as] the wages, I know that 109 
keeps coming up because it comes into play.  But again, that’s something that we are not 110 
deciding on.  Our charge is to move to or not [move to] the city administrator form of 111 
management.  If we’re going to suggest moving to an administrator, which structure should we 112 
take?  I think those are the only questions that we have to answer.  It’s really easy to sway off in 113 
all these other areas, and I think we would be spinning our wheels if we’re trying to make 114 
decisions that are really not ours [to make].  We’re only going to make a suggestion.  They [the 115 
Finance and Personnel Committee and the Common Council] can accept it, not accept it or 116 
believe it.  We’re just going to give them an opinion.  After that, it’s up to them to decide.” 117 
 118 
Ron asked Ald. Bertrand if the 60 percent of cities that have an administrator/mayor form of 119 
government are in Wisconsin. 120 
 121 
Ald. Bertrand said 60 percent of cities in the United States have this form of government, noting 122 
there are several websites devoted to administration issues. 123 
 124 
Ron asked Ald. Bertrand to explain his recommendation that a city administrator have a 125 
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minimum of six years experience as an assistant city administrator. 126 
 127 
Ald. Bertrand said he is under the assumption that there are assistant administrators in larger 128 
cities. 129 
 130 
Ron asked if this individual might be a director of public works. 131 
 132 
Ald. Bertrand said, “No, but I guess it would take a very large city.” 133 
 134 
Ron said, “I don’t think there are going to be many people who have the position of assistant city 135 
administrator.” 136 
 137 
Lori said it would be possible to look at an individual’s municipal experience. 138 
 139 
Ald. Bertrand said he believes a city administrator should be knowledgeable with technology. 140 
 141 
Ron said, “I really do want to see us continue with a mayor and Council.  I think a city 142 
administrator could be an asset to the city.  I think the administrator/mayor/Council government 143 
could probably serve our community now and in the future very well.  I think I came into this 144 
whole process questioning the administrator and thinking that our system seems to have been 145 
working for us and should we really be looking at changing it.  But the more I learn and the more 146 
I study and the more I hear, I’m beginning to really see how a city/administrator/mayor/Council 147 
government could work well together and really lead us into the future very well.  I’ve come 148 
around to that way of thinking.  There are still a lot of unanswered questions with the functions 149 
of each. … As I’ve stated before, I’m still worried about [the city] attracting and retaining [a city 150 
administrator] because of the size of our community.  I’m worried about us attracting and 151 
retaining the right person, so that still remains part of my concern.  But we do have a lot of things 152 
that would attract and hopefully retain a person to this area and this community.  I think that’s 153 
the direction we’re moving, and I’m very comfortable with it.” 154 
 155 
Ald. Bertrand said he entered this process with no biases and stated, “I think that I’ve come to 156 
my decision fairly objectively.” 157 
 158 
Lori said she inclined to recommend that the city have a part-time mayor and a full-time city 159 
administrator.  Lori said she believes a city administrator needs to have some municipal 160 
experience. 161 
 162 
Ald. Bertrand said he would like to see a city administrator who can relate well to others. 163 
 164 
Ald. Muth noted that many of the communities that had been asked to supply information 165 
regarding their city administrator form of government are located near larger cities such as 166 
Milwaukee, Madison and Green Bay.  Ald. Muth also said he is impressed by the City of 167 
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Tomah’s form of city government and stated he believes the City of Onalaska needs to have a 168 
part-time mayor in addition to a city administrator.  Ald. Muth said both the Finance and 169 
Personnel Committee and the Common Council will be charged with determining job 170 
requirements so there are no conflicts. 171 
 172 
Hope said she believes this is the time for the city to explore hiring a full-time city administrator 173 
and having a part-time mayor.  Hope said, “I see a lot of positives.  I don’t see as many 174 
negatives.” 175 
 176 
Ron stressed that he does not want the term “city manager” to be used and said he wants to 177 
ensure that the subcommittee will be recommending a city administrator and a part-time mayor.  178 
Ron said he believes the term “city manager” would detract from a mayor’s duties. 179 
 180 
Hope said she believes the duties Karl Green had discussed during his September 8 presentation 181 
to the Common Council were very specific.  Hope expressed concern over eliminating the 182 
mayor’s position and hiring a full-time city manager.  Hope noted she had distributed to 183 
subcommittee members a sample job description for a city administrator and encouraged them to 184 
provide feedback. 185 
 186 
Ron noted the first line of the sample job description states that this is a management position 187 
and asked if perhaps it should instead read “administrative position.”  Ron also asked if the job 188 
description addresses the delineation between the city administrator and the mayor. 189 
 190 
Hope said no, noting that this is only a job description for the city administrator.  Hope said city 191 
ordinances likely will have to be adjusted and the mayor’s job description might have to be 192 
altered if the Common Council approves hiring a city administrator.  Hope noted that many of 193 
the municipalities she had contacted did not have a job description for the mayor’s position. 194 
 195 
Motion by Ald. Bertrand, second by Lori, to recommend to the Finance and Personnel 196 
Committee that the City of Onalaska change its form of government from having a full-time 197 
mayor to having a full-time city administrator and a part-time mayor. 198 
 199 
Ald. Muth asked if the Common Council should be included in the motion. 200 
 201 
Motion and second withdrawn. 202 
 203 
Motion by Ald. Bertrand, second by Lori, to recommend to the Finance and Personnel 204 
Committee that the City of Onalaska change its form of government from having a full-time 205 
mayor to having a full-time city administrator and a part-time mayor with a Common Council 206 
form of government. 207 
 208 
On voice vote, motion carried. 209 
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 210 
Ald. Muth said the Finance and Personnel Committee, which he chairs, will be given the 211 
information the subcommittee had been given so its members may understand why the 212 
subcommittee had arrived at its decision. 213 
 214 
Lori said she believes an applicant also could have a business degree with municipal experience, 215 
adding she would not want to exclude a candidate because he/she does not have a public 216 
administration degree, which is listed as a requirement in the sample job description. 217 
 218 
Ald. Bertrand asked Lori if she believes it will be difficult to find an individual with a public 219 
administration degree. 220 
 221 
Lori said no, noting that a number of higher learning institution, including UW-La Crosse, offer 222 
a public administration degree. 223 
 224 
Hope noted that the Finance and Personnel Committee will meet on Wednesday, October 7. 225 
 226 
Adjournment 227 
 228 
Motion by Al. Muth, second by Ald. Bertrand, to adjourn. 229 
 230 
On voice vote, motion carried. 231 
 232 
 233 
Recorded by: 234 
 235 
Kirk Bey 236 
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