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The Informal Meeting of the Common Council was called to order at 7:00 p.m. on Thursday, 1 
August 30, 2018.  It was noted that the meeting had been announced and a notice posted at City 2 
Hall. 3 
 4 
Roll call was taken, with the following members present:  Mayor Joe Chilsen, Ald. Jim Binash, 5 
Ald. Jim Olson, Ald. Jerry Every, Ald. Ron Gjertsen, Ald. Diane Wulf, Ald. Kim Smith  6 
 7 
Also Present:  City Administrator Eric Rindfleisch, Deputy City Clerk JoAnn Marcon, City 8 
Attorney Sean O’Flaherty 9 
 10 
Item 2 – Rules of the Informal Meeting: 11 
 12 

• Each council member will be given the floor for comments and concerns for a maximum 13 
of 15 minutes.  The order of the speakers will be selected at random prior to the meeting. 14 

• A 10-minute discussion period will follow each presentation and will be open to all 15 
council members (each member is limited to 2 minutes).  The order of the speakers for 16 
the discussion portion will be selected at random prior to the meeting. 17 

• Each alderperson will use their 15 minutes to discuss their individual topics and not for 18 
the purpose of continuing debate on previously presented topics.  The chair will be 19 
responsible for keeping the discussion relevant to any new topics. 20 

• At no time during this meeting will any action be taken or a vote taken on any issue. 21 
 22 
Mayor Chilsen asked the Council for a motion to suspend the rules and add a two-minute rebuttal 23 
at the end.  Mayor Chilsen explained that each alderperson will be given the floor for comments 24 
and concerns for a maximum of 15 minutes.  Each alderperson then would be allowed to 25 
comment, and the alderperson who had the original 15 minutes would be allowed to give a two-26 
minute rebuttal. 27 
 28 
Motion by Ald. Wulf, second by Ald. Olson, to suspend the rules and allow each alderperson to 29 
give a two-minute rebuttal at the end of the 10-minute discussion period. 30 
 31 
Ald. Every inquired about the purpose of Mayor Chilsen’s request. 32 
 33 
Mayor Chilsen told Ald. Every he may have the floor for up to 15 minutes, and then he may 34 
comment for two minutes after the rest of the alderpersons comment. 35 
 36 
Ald. Every noted a 10-minute discussion period will follow each presentation and said it will be 37 
open to all Councilmembers.  Ald. Every said what Mayor Chilsen is requesting already is 38 
included in the second bullet point. 39 
 40 
Ald. Smith said she believes the way the meeting is structured, each alderperson will be allowed 41 
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to speak for two minutes and it will not be a “free-for-all discussion,” but rather a structured 42 
comment period. 43 
 44 
Ald. Every said he believes he had the floor and asked Mayor Chilsen if he may continue. 45 
 46 
Mayor Chilsen said yes, telling Ald. Every he was not aware he had not finished speaking. 47 
 48 
Ald. Every said, “The order of the speakers and so on, it’s on here.  We have that.  I was under 49 
the impression this was not to be a controversy or rebuttal type of meeting, which most of ours 50 
are.  This was to talk about vision and plans and what we would like to see in the future for the 51 
City of Onalaska.  It was not to be a rebuttal of anybody’s points of view.” 52 
 53 
Ald. Binash said, “I agree that it wasn’t to be a rebuttal or criticism of what somebody was 54 
saying.  However, I think it’s important that if something is said that others may disagree with it, 55 
they have the opportunity to explain and debate – not argue, but debate – why that point may be 56 
of interest to somebody else.  Jerry is right that we have it in here a 10-minute discussion period 57 
will follow.  Do we need two minutes more per individual?” 58 
 59 
Mayor Chilsen explained it would not be two minutes more per individual, but rather for the 60 
original speaker. 61 
 62 
Ald. Binash said he would remain with the rules of the informal meeting as stated. 63 
 64 
Ald. Wulf said, “I don’t look at it as a rebuttal, or even further discussion.  There may be 65 
questions that come up under each alderperson’s two minutes following an alderperson’s 15 66 
minutes.  There may be questions that could be discussed and be responded to tonight.  Also, I 67 
didn’t realize that tonight’s purpose of the meeting was visions and plans for the city.  I thought 68 
it was just an open … Maybe that’s your topic; I don’t know.  But I didn’t realize that … That 69 
was not my understanding that this was about visions and plans for the city.” 70 
 71 
Ald. Every said, “That was my understanding that this was for … That leads me to this next 72 
question.  If that isn’t the case, then this is going to be a combative forum.  Then what is the 73 
purpose of this forum?  I thought the thing here was to get ideas from people and then do 74 
something with them, [such as] bring them forward to another meeting or send these ideas to 75 
committees.  I was hoping something like that would come out of it.  But apparently I’m wrong 76 
again.” 77 
 78 
Ald. Gjertsen said he agrees with both Ald. Binash and Ald. Every, stating, “What we could do, 79 
if we get to that point, we can make a decision on it then.  I think we can just get moving along, 80 
and if Diane or Kim or anybody else wants to do that the Council can make a decision.” 81 
 82 
Mayor Chilsen said he agrees with Ald. Gjertsen. 83 
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 84 
Ald. Binash noted this was to be an open, informal meeting on any topic of anybody’s choice, 85 
and he said, “That was the reason this was done.  If you have something specifically that you 86 
wanted to address, that was the whole idea behind this.  It’s not limited to any particular topic, 87 
and that’s why it was brought up before.  If you have a couple things you want to talk about 88 
specifically tonight, this was just to get an idea as to how this might work.  If it is successful we 89 
may do this again in the future.  I anticipate doing this again when we get together for the budget 90 
hearing.  That will give everybody an opportunity to go over the budget.  This is an informal 91 
meeting.  [You may discuss] any topic you want to talk about.” 92 
 93 
Ald. Every said, “You’re talking about topics that were not previously discussed, according to 94 
your memo.  That’s what I’m reading on the …” 95 
 96 
Sean said he believes the original motion needs to be withdrawn. 97 
 98 
Ald. Every said, “The memo says, ‘… their individual topics and not for the purpose of 99 
continuing debate on previously presented topics.’  I’m sorry, but I just want to be clear where 100 
we’re headed with this so that this isn’t going to be a combative session, but rather something 101 
that maybe will be helpful for us.” 102 
 103 
Mayor Chilsen said, “I just thought that maybe there could be some questions answered.” 104 
 105 
Motion and second withdrawn. 106 
 107 
JoAnn asked Sean to clarify on the agenda the section that states no previous topics will be 108 
rehashed, and she said she believes the intent was that the topics being discussed tonight would 109 
not be continually brought up, and not necessarily previously discussed before this evening. 110 
 111 
Sean told JoAnn she is correct. 112 
 113 
Ald. Every said, “That isn’t what it says.  You need to read your own bulletins that you put out.” 114 
 115 
Sean said, “The previously presented topics is, if Ron goes first and Ron talks about the 116 
swimming pool, then Kim gives in her 15 minutes … She shouldn’t be arguing or talking about 117 
the swimming pool.  That’s what the purpose of that language was.” 118 
 119 
Mayor Chilsen asked JoAnn to draw the name of the first alderperson who will speak. 120 
 121 
JoAnn said Ald. Smith will speak first. 122 
 123 
Ald. Smith said, “I had a feeling my name would get called out first, and I’m kind of glad it did 124 
because I really want to start out by thanking Jim Binash for taking the leadership to call this 125 
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meeting together so that we can have an opportunity for people who feel their voices aren’t being 126 
heard to have a little bit different forum than what we’re used to having, and to have a little bit of 127 
a different discussion than what we’re used to having.  I have been on Council for quite a few 128 
years, and over all of those years I’ve always felt like my questions were being answered and my 129 
voice was being heard.  Some of the time people didn’t agree with me and my ideas that I was 130 
trying to bring forward didn’t pass, but I felt I was heard.  If people feel they aren’t being heard, 131 
I’m glad we’re trying this different forum so that they could have that chance.  At this point in 132 
time I do have a vision of where I think we need to go.  I think we’re working that way, and 133 
because I have been off of Council for a long time I have been working to educate myself as to 134 
what has transpired in the years that I have been gone.  I see some places where the city is doing 135 
awesome, and some places where we need to improve, as we always will through time.  I feel 136 
like my voice is being heard, and I am moving forward the ideas that I have as I am able and 137 
other people agree with me through the committee process, which is how this Council works.  138 
The work of the Council needs to take place at the committee level so that by the time it gets to 139 
Council we’re having one last chance for other people’s input, and our vision, goals, and actions 140 
are being formalized.  That’s all I have at this time.” 141 
 142 
Ald. Binash, Ald. Every, Ald. Gjertsen, and Ald. Olson all indicated they have nothing to add 143 
regarding Ald. Smith’s statements. 144 
 145 
Ald. Wulf thanked Ald. Smith for her comments and said, “I’ve had the pleasure of serving with 146 
Kim for a number of years on Council, and I’m always interested in hearing what she has to say 147 
and I appreciate her being a fellow Councilperson with me this year.  Thank you.” 148 
 149 
JoAnn indicated that Ald. Wulf will speak next. 150 
 151 
Ald. Wulf said, “As I was preparing for tonight’s meeting, I initially thought about passing on 152 
my 15 minutes.  After attending [Wednesday] night’s listening session [at the Omni Center], I 153 
realized that I should never pass up the opportunity to say ‘thank you.’  It was Patrick Clements 154 
who mentioned [Wednesday] night how he wakes up in the morning and he turns on the water 155 
and he has water.  It’s wintertime, he wakes up and miraculously the streets are plowed.  He 156 
expressed his appreciation of the City of Onalaska workers and all they do for the community.  I 157 
echo those comments.  I think it’s too easy to get busy with our day-to-day life and take for 158 
granted what we all have.  My family chose to live in the City of Onalaska, and I’m so glad we 159 
did.  I also want to thank my Second District constituents again for voting me into office this 160 
year, and for allowing me to represent them for the next two years.  I truly consider it an honor 161 
and privilege.  As I sit here tonight sitting in these chambers – chambers that I have at times 162 
referred to what I consider as almost hallowed ground – I think about those who have come and 163 
served before us.  Unlike Kim Smith, who has had the good fortune to be born and raised in 164 
Onalaska and spent most of her life here, I’m a transplant.  There have been times when I’ve 165 
almost been jealous of Kim because I love Onalaska and love living here.  My daughter, husband 166 
and I moved here in 1992.  I spent the first few years acclimating to the area, first getting 167 
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involved with the Welcome Wagon club, then PTO, then PTA.  [Then City of Onalaska] Mayor 168 
Jim Bialecki asked me to initially serve on the Onalaska Swimming Pool Advisory Board in the 169 
year 2000.  A few things come to mind from my first committee appointment.  That’s when I had 170 
the privilege of meeting Joe Bucheger, who now is on the CDA; Kim Smith, now a 171 
Councilmember; Joanne Van Riper, former Mayor Shirleigh Van Riper’s wife; Ron Espe, who I 172 
later served with on the Library Commission; and Val Chilsen, who later assisted me in founding 173 
the Onalaska Schools’ Food Pantry.  He was an integral part of my being able to get the pantry 174 
up and running.  I’ve always credited Val Chilsen for holding my hand and leading the way.  175 
Without him, I never would have been able to do the pantry.  Sometimes, serving on a committee 176 
is what can bring someone feeling closer to their community, meeting other like-minded people, 177 
getting involved, giving back – that’s been true for me. 178 
 179 
I later was asked to be a Plan Commissioner.  A year later, I was asked to run for the Common 180 
Council.  Through the years and the many committees that I have served on, I continued to meet 181 
new people and establish relationships with a number of community members.  If I had never 182 
been asked to serve on the initial pool committee I never would have become a Councilmember.  183 
I never would have dreamed of running.  I also don’t believe I would have the sense of 184 
community that I have now with the city that I live in.  It’s at the committee level the real work 185 
gets done.  I have served with too many people in the last 18 years to count, but one thing I know 186 
for sure is the community members who are asked to serve at the request of the Mayor do so not 187 
to further themselves, but for the betterment of this community, of their community.  They serve 188 
unselfishly.  I consider it an honor to have served with all of them, and I want to sincerely thank 189 
them for their time, their dedication, their expertise, for saying ‘yes’ when their Mayor calls 190 
them.  So when there has been recent past chatter about the possibility of dissolving some 191 
committees and some committees absorbing other committees, shedding committees of 192 
community members and having committees only consist of elected officials, I shudder to think 193 
what the City of Onalaska would look and feel like today.  The City of Onalaska looks and feels 194 
and lives due in part to the thousands and thousands of hours that committee volunteers have 195 
given over the years.  If anyone ever wants to have a public hearing on ridding our committees of 196 
community members, I am more than willing to have it.  But mark my words: Be prepared to 197 
have these chambers packed and be standing room only.  If ever there was a way to make 198 
committee members feel unwelcome or unwanted, hurt, or angry, hold that public hearing.  To 199 
even consider leaving the depth and breadth of knowledge and expertise on the table – let me 200 
remind everyone these volunteer committee members bring to every meeting – is extremely 201 
shortsighted and a proposal that I will not support. 202 
 203 
Speaking of committees, someone recently said the more diverse your committee, the stronger 204 
your end product.  I couldn’t agree more.  It’s a philosophy I subscribe to.  When I campaigned 205 
earlier this year, one of my platforms was getting more community involvement and getting 206 
more people involved with the City of Onalaska.  As I knocked on over 1,500 doors, I met a lot 207 
of new people who had moved into the Second District since I last ran in 2014.  I later wondered, 208 
who are they?  What do they do?  Would they be willing to serve on a committee?  I want to 209 
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respect the process that is currently in place.  I support the Mayor’s position appointing people to 210 
committees, then the Council may or nay not approve the appointment.  I can only think of two, 211 
maybe three at the most, appointments that have not been confirmed.  But I do think that the city 212 
could do a better job of informing the public of openings on the various boards, committees, and 213 
commissions.  In 2014, I brought before Council a Diversity Resolution, which you have before 214 
you.  A 60-something man, a constituent of mine, brought up the topic, and I thought it was 215 
worthy of further discussion.  My main reasoning for this resolution was that at times there were 216 
committees I chaired through the years which had openings that were difficult to fill and made it 217 
more difficult to hold meetings.  This resolution suggested a process to possibly more easily 218 
appoint members to committees, and maybe have a running list of people who wish to serve.  I 219 
also found at the time that men compared to women serving on committees was 3-to-1.  I 220 
reviewed this year’s committees, and we’re still at 3-to-1 – about 76 percent to 24 percent.  I will 221 
say this evening as I said in 2014 – and I will say over and over again if anyone challenges me 222 
on this – this resolution was not about meeting quotas.  It was not.  Granted, part of it was having 223 
our appointed committees, commissions, and boards be more reflective of the community in 224 
which we live.  Let me say that one more time.  Part of it was about having our appointed – not 225 
elected, but appointed – committees, commissions, and boards be more reflective of the 226 
community in which we all live.  Most residents aren’t even aware of the process of serving on a 227 
committee, let alone even the possibility.  I think it’s in our best interest to educate them about it.  228 
There are simpler models that a number of Wisconsin municipalities have in place where, for 229 
example, at no cost on their website, you can list the committees you have within your city.  The 230 
particulars of each committee such as meeting time, date, if there are requirements in order to 231 
serve, residents can apply online for openings.  I think we should also reach out to the Courier 232 
Life [now Coulee Courier].  I would also like the city to follow through with the resolution, as 233 
approved at Council in 2014, and use it to our advantage. 234 
 235 
Once again, I want to sincerely say thank you to our City Hall staff for the work they do every 236 
single day.  It does not go unnoticed.  I thank everyone for their time this evening.” 237 
 238 
Ald. Gjertsen and Ald. Olson said they had nothing to add regarding Ald. Wulf’s comments. 239 
 240 
Ald. Binash said, “That was the intent of this informal meeting: to hear from each individual 241 
regarding what they would like to see for the city, how they would help the city, what they feel 242 
about the city, and what direction they may take the city.  I appreciate the comments.” 243 
 244 
Ald. Smith said she agrees with Ald. Binash’s statements and thanked city staff and the 245 
volunteers serving on the city’s committees “for their valued input.”  Ald. Smith added, “I think 246 
Diane has some valid points.” 247 
 248 
Ald. Every said, “The more committees, the better.  In fact, when I brought a resolution in to add 249 
a committee, which was a Committee of the Whole, that you folks turned down.  We did 250 
combine some committees, and some we did abolish as the Stop Sign Committee and things like 251 
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that that weren’t necessary.  They were necessary at one time, but weren’t now.  I agree with 252 
you.  The diversity thing, I think that’s a good resolution.  I don’t think anybody disagrees with 253 
that.” 254 
 255 
JoAnn indicated that Ald. Binash will speak next. 256 
 257 
Ald. Binash said, “First off, I do want to reiterate what has been said earlier about the city staff.  258 
Every year, the city staff has to possibly deal with new members.  And each year you have to 259 
train, listen to, educate, and mentor, and it’s not an easy task that is asked of the city staff every 260 
year when we have the elections.  I appreciate what the staff has done for me, allowing me to ask 261 
questions and learn as I go.  I think that’s very important to recognize what the city staff has to 262 
offer each year that you may have to deal with new personnel as alderpersons.  I would like to 263 
ask Sean to state what a proper motion is and how you go about making a proper motion.  At 264 
times we’ve had some instances where it gets a little bit confusing.  But if you could state the 265 
proper way to make a motion according to Robert’s Rules [of Order], I would appreciate it.” 266 
 267 
Sean said, “I think that when we’ve briefly discussed this before, a proper motion needs to 268 
actually be an entire sentence.  It needs a subject, and it needs a verb in order for it to make 269 
sense.  A proper motion would be, I make a motion to adjourn tonight’s meeting.  That would be 270 
an appropriate motion.  I am making a motion.  My motion is to do an action or to approve a 271 
document or something like that.  What is not a proper motion, I’m going to talk about that 272 
because my ears perk up more about that than anything else.  That’s in the form of a motion is 273 
one that sometimes gets said when someone has just recited a paragraph and then said, ‘That’s in 274 
the form of a motion.’  That paragraph often has very good ideas, but the idea is to crystallize it 275 
down into something so that two years from now when someone goes back to see the motion, 276 
they can know what it is.  When it’s time to do that, sometimes I think we need to just take a 277 
pause and then state exactly what we want.  We want to approve the resolution.  We want to send 278 
the item back to the Plan Commission to be looked at.  We want to approve.  You’re going to do 279 
something.  You’re rejecting, you’re saying ‘no.’  You’re saying ‘yes.’  You’re doing something.  280 
I didn’t mean to harp so much on the negative, but doing it right is very simple – simple 281 
sentences.  If you find yourself using long sentences, you’re probably making a motion that is 282 
going to be hard to deal with down the road where people will tear it apart, where people won’t 283 
understand it, and where it won’t have the intended effect.  It’s better to make two motions than 284 
to make one complicated motion.” 285 
 286 
Ald. Binash said, “I was going to talk about pulling things off the Consent Agenda.  It was 287 
brought up [at the August 14 Common Council meeting] by a citizen.  When pulling things off 288 
the Consent Agenda and then eventually going with what the Consent Agenda was all about kind 289 
of does waste some time.  It gets the point across, but that could have been done in a different 290 
manner at a different committee.  The other thing I have is discussing a vision about the city.  291 
Presently we’re going through a zoning ordinance change.  We’re also having HKGi on the 292 
corridors down by the Great River Landing and [State Trunk] Highway 16 and how we can get 293 
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those areas for tax purposes and helping the city as we grow or if we can’t grow, do annexation 294 
to at least have something within the city to help us with our taxes.  I think those are things that 295 
are coming up right now, so we are in the process of having a vision.  The city does have a 296 
direction to go.  There are people who are very concerned about how we can direct the city to 297 
keep it viable without promoting an increase in taxes.  But keep in mind that as the time goes by, 298 
with all the employees the city has, they are entitled to their raises and promotions.  To keep 299 
things stagnant may not always be possible, but the city is trying very hard to keep the taxes 300 
where they are by looking at what we can do for our city, for our tax base, for the future. 301 
 302 
I’d also like to talk about leadership.  Each one of us was elected, and you have to demonstrate a 303 
certain measure of leadership.  By leadership, I mean be mindful of other people’s opinions and 304 
listening to what they have to say.  If you come in with a specific agenda, are you really 305 
receptive to what somebody else has to say?  I would caution all of us here to be respectful of 306 
other’s opinions.  Don’t interrupt.  Allow somebody to say something and to debate any subjects 307 
– not argue the subjects.  Just as a thought of that, it’s a responsibility of leaders – and that’s 308 
what we are here – to help the city by doing what we feel is best for the city.  And when I 309 
mention something about an agenda, an individual agenda may not be maybe a person’s 310 
particular direction they want the city to go.  But I would ask that you think of, is that the best 311 
direction after you listen to what everybody else has to say.  I think that is an important measure 312 
of what leadership is.  You don’t stand up and dictate.  You listen to what someone else has to 313 
say and make mindful, responsible decisions.” 314 
 315 
Ald. Smith said, “With the budget season coming up, I think it’s been on all of our minds.  And 316 
we know that city staff has worked hard to hold their budgets in check, which is very difficult 317 
because the cost of everything goes up.  And if you look at historically, we’ve held our Mill rate 318 
flat for as far as the eye can see.  The reason we’ve been able to do that is because we’ve had 319 
good growth, which is a reflection of the city has had good vision.  I think sometimes one of the 320 
things that is maybe causing some of the tension perhaps that’s on Council is, it’s always 321 
something to worry about – making sure we can have that growth and yet balance it with having 322 
healthy communities where we all still want to live.  I think [Ald. Binash] draws a good point 323 
there, and going into the budget season that that is something we all have to be mindful of.” 324 
 325 
Ald. Olson thanked Ald. Binash for his comments and said, “There’s a lot of wisdom in that.  I 326 
think that some of the information that I’ve been privy to lately factors into some of the things 327 
that he has said as to the vision this city has, and to the vision that was left to us by the people 328 
who came before us.  This is an exciting time to be in this city.  There are a lot of things that are 329 
done right, and it’s showing up.  I want to thank Jim for his comments.” 330 
 331 
Ald. Wulf thanked Ald. Binash for his comments, for his willingness to serve as Common 332 
Council President, and also for the number of committees on which he serves. 333 
 334 
Ald. Gjertsen thanked Ald. Binash and said, “I have a comment on the Consent Agenda.  The 335 
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Consent Agenda is part of a tool we use to get ourselves better educated on things we aren’t 336 
educated on, or to maybe get something that we want in the public record.  I’ve definitely done 337 
that.  I’m curious.  You brought up an individual who spoke [at the August 14 Common Council 338 
meeting].  His complaint that evening was just that – that we were pulling things on the Consent 339 
Agenda even though we all know that’s part of the tools that we do have to use here.  Curiously, 340 
that night the only two individuals who pulled them out were Joe and Jim Binash.  I kind of 341 
thought that was … Check the minutes.  I’m just curious how that all unfolded for you guys.  342 
Tax increases and growth don’t like each other.  It’s a very tough thing for staff and us to sit 343 
down and find out what that magic balance is.  We have a limited amount of space to grow in.  344 
Probably one of the bigger things we deal with is the infill.  The infill challenges we have are 345 
specific to what the individual wants to do there.  I will get into that more as some of the items I 346 
talk about later, but it definitely creates problems to try to keep that tax base there in these 347 
unusual properties. 348 
 349 
As far the agendas that people bring, my attitude toward the agenda is I try to see what we have 350 
in front of us and apply that.  Coming in here with an axe to grind is something I don’t do.  351 
You’re going to vote on things.  You’re going to lose on things, and you’re going to win on 352 
things.  Hopefully at the end of the day, the end of the week, the end of the year and down the 353 
line everybody says it was for the best.  If you do have an agenda here and you do like to hear 354 
yourself and see yourself, you’re probably …” 355 
 356 
JoAnn informed Ald. Gjertsen he had reached his two-minute speaking limit. 357 
 358 
Ald. Every said, “That grandstand play by somebody who ran last year for Council and appeared 359 
at an open forum to do more politicking should have been banned according to our policy, but it 360 
was allowed to go on.  That’s really unfortunate that those kinds of things happen, and I don’t 361 
know who encourages that, but apparently somebody does.  The other thing is the complaint of 362 
keeping track of our time it takes to speak or pull things off the Consent Agenda.  That fellow 363 
probably used up 15 minutes of everybody’s time speaking, but we want people to speak at open 364 
forums and let us know what they think.  But to use that forum for something like that is 365 
distasteful.  Jim Olson is right; we do a lot of things right here.  Things are going good.  The tax 366 
base has leveled, and hopefully it’s going to stay that way.  We do do a lot of things right, but 367 
there are things we can do better.  It’s a tough job.  It is a thankless job.  But I thank each and 368 
every one of you for doing it, and I hope we can go forward in that same kind of spirit.” 369 
 370 
JoAnn indicated that Ald. Every will speak next. 371 
 372 
Ald. Every said, “I want to talk about our form of government, the municipal government 373 
structure in Wisconsin, and how it does matter.  In 2015, the Onalaska Common Council decided 374 
to change their form of government from Mayor-Council to part-time Mayor, Council, and City 375 
Administrator.  A recent study by the University of Wisconsin that compares the effects of these 376 
two forms of governments says it depends on the powers given by the local ordinances.  That’s 377 
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us.  The research data also revealed that changes in city government have almost no impact on 378 
changes in taxing and spending levels.  In other words, what they found was regardless of what 379 
method of government they had it made no difference on taxing and spending.  That’s what most 380 
of us are concerned about.  Not much changed in those districts; it was just done a little bit 381 
differently.  They do, however, have a significant impact on higher levels of conflict and lower 382 
levels of cooperation in decision making.  So Onalaska went from a strong Mayor-Council form 383 
of government to a strong Mayor-Council [and] weak [City] Administrator.  That’s what we 384 
have now.  No one sitting here can dispute that situation.  Let me read you some of the things 385 
that they say about this study.  It was done by our own people, and done in every municipal 386 
governmental city in the State of Wisconsin.  Specifically, the study found that communities 387 
using a Mayor-Council form without an Administrator, along with those using an Administrator, 388 
were associated with higher levels of reported conflict and conditions that were less likely to 389 
promote cooperation in decision making.  There are reasons for that.  Hopefully you have more 390 
discussion and you have more open forums.  You have more not unanimous votes.  You may 391 
have somebody voting ‘no,’ for God’s sakes.  They also say another problem confronting the 392 
advocates of the Council-Manager system is that a growing number of cities have adopted many 393 
of the efficiency measures associated with the plan without resorting to the formality of changing 394 
to the managerial form.  In other words, not providing the proper role of the people that it affects 395 
to follow. 396 
 397 
We do have a strong Mayor, and he is a good ambassador of the City of Onalaska.  We have a 398 
very competent City Administrator, and he can accomplish all the tasks that we give him.  We 399 
have highly qualified and dedicated Councilmembers and employees.  But we have failed to help 400 
our leaders, employees, and ourselves gain and maintain insight and oversite on our specific 401 
goals.  Some of the goals they talked about – and they talked about conflict and cooperation 402 
variables – the relationship among elected officials … The reason for thinking about that is you 403 
have to think to yourself, is this a conflict for us, or is this a failure?  Or is it somewhere in 404 
between?  The amiability of the Mayor-Council relations – how do you get along with the 405 
Mayor?  How does the Mayor get along with the Council?  Do they keep each other informed on 406 
what they’re doing?  I have yet to be called by the Mayor and asked for my input on anything, or 407 
another Councilmember.  The only role I have is here or in some committee where we’re not 408 
allowed to say much.  Then they talk about the roles of elected officials.  Are you involved in 409 
long-term goal setting and broad oversite?  No, we’re not.  This is the first time we’ve done it, 410 
and in answer to Kim’s question, I also am glad we’re doing it.  But I have been harping on this 411 
for a year and a half, if you all would remember.  The quality of performance of elected officials 412 
– how effective are they?  Are they effective, or are they not?  Are we getting adequate 413 
performance feedback – the Council to the Mayor, the Mayor to the Council, and so on?  [Are 414 
we getting adequate performance feedback with] the Council to the employees?  Communication 415 
seems to be lacking, in my estimation.  This is just what I think.  These are my feelings.  The 416 
quality of performance of our City Administrator, our Mayor, Councilmembers, employees, staff 417 
– did they focus on the important issues in the community?  Do they accomplish goals set by the 418 
Council, whatever those goals are?  I don’t think we have ever set any goals for anyone.  Do they 419 
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provide alternatives and analysis of policies and have a high standard of personal conduct?  420 
Right there, I would say that we have a conflict. 421 
 422 
In ending, I would hope that going forward we can use a forum like this to draw some things out 423 
of it and come to some kind of idea of where we want to go and what we want to do.  Do we 424 
want to do things like setting the budget?  Do we want to set the parameters on the budget?  425 
That’s what you’re supposed to be doing.  We’re not.  Do you want to be able to conduct a 426 
performance/raise interviews with the City Administrator?  In other words, do you want to have 427 
input on who gets a raise and who doesn’t, and why?  You’re supposed to.  We don’t.  There are 428 
many things like this that we’re supposed to do that we don’t.  I think that’s part of what I’m 429 
going to call a ‘diminished leadership.’  Not a failed leadership, because we have some very 430 
competent people doing it.  But I think it’s diminished, and we’re diminishing ourselves when 431 
we do that.” 432 
 433 
Ald. Olson thanked Ald. Every for his comments and said, “I would agree with you probably on 434 
the most significant thing I heard you say, and that was there’s always room for better 435 
communication.  You’ve outlined a couple of things as far as responsibility goes, and there are 436 
people here who are responsible for those situations.  One of them is the Mayor sitting next to 437 
me, and one of them is the City Administrator.  And I think those jobs are being handled 438 
appropriately.  If you have specific information about something that isn’t handled, I would love 439 
to hear it from you on specific issues.  But from where I sit and the years that I have been here, I 440 
can take a look at some of the information that I’ve been privy to lately at our CDA meetings and 441 
find out that this community outperforms every city much larger than it does all the way to 442 
Rochester, Minnesota.  The information that we’ve acquired lately … This isn’t done by 443 
accident.  This is done by some really good planning in the last 20 years to get to this point.  That 444 
information is available to you guys, and I would avail myself of that because it might give you a 445 
different view of all the hard work that has gone into planning where we are and how successful 446 
we are as a community.  People want to live here.  This is a good place to live.  There are a lot of 447 
reasons for that – not just one or two.  And it has very little [to do] with our individual 448 
personalities that sit up here.  It’s nice to think we’re this powerful, but I can’t move a piece of 449 
paper by thinking about it.  I keep trying, but it doesn’t work.  Thanks for your comments.  I 450 
appreciate that.” 451 
 452 
Ald. Gjertsen thanked both Ald. Every and Ald. Olson for their comments and said, “They both 453 
have … The way I look at it, it doesn’t matter who I talk to or who I’m listening to.  I come up 454 
with the same thing.  Yes, this is a complicated job.  And as I look across this Council bench, and 455 
I see competent, experienced individuals who are all trying to make decisions based on the 456 
information that they get.  Sometimes I think we try to make the decisions and we’re not 457 
confident that we’re getting the complete story.  I really don’t want to get into specifics because I 458 
think this is a chance to grow.  Jerry had some very fine points there.  If he’s not aware of 459 
something, this is the way to get it out.  I would like to go back.  When I first got on [the 460 
Common Council], I had an alderman come up to me and talk to me.  It had a pretty big impact 461 
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on me.  It was Jim Olson, and he said, ‘We used to communicate like this.’  And I did say to Jim, 462 
‘I’ll try.’  I meant it, and I still do.  I always have time at home, downtown, on my job, down 463 
here – it doesn’t matter.  Get a hold of me any way.  I’m always interested in what’s going on.  I 464 
wouldn’t be down here if I wasn’t, and I care.  I care that we’re able to make good decisions on 465 
good information.  When people tighten up, they tend not to say what they’re thinking.  I would 466 
like to see things loosen up a little bit and enjoy what we’re doing because I take pride in it.  I 467 
take pride in working with staff.  I take pride in being an Onalaska resident.” 468 
 469 
Ald. Wulf said, “If the rules had been suspended I would be able to ask follow-up questions of 470 
Jerry that I have.  But since they weren’t, I will have to pass.” 471 
 472 
Ald. Binash said, “I wasn’t really sure if you meant that we don’t have the right form of 473 
government right now or not.  I wasn’t sure of the direction of that, but my issue is with who has 474 
the expertise – the people who are educated and have been doing this job for years, or those of us 475 
who get elected to the Council and have an opportunity to listen to what others have to say, then 476 
make informed decisions.  Being on the CDA, the Plan Commission, the Plan Commission 477 
Subcommittee, and La Crosse County Convention and Visitors Bureau, I get a chance to 478 
network, understand, and see what the vision of the city is.  I like the present form of 479 
government.  I think our present City Administrator has brought a great deal of expertise to our 480 
city, and it’s pretty evident considering what he’s had to deal with when he first got here how 481 
he’s performed.  I’m very proud of the way he’s conducted himself.  Same thing with our Mayor 482 
and his role as ambassador.  [His role] has changed.  There is a learning curve for everybody.  I 483 
think that we aren’t failing.  Communication can always be improved, and I agree with that part.  484 
But again, it’s an individual thing – you get out of it what you put into it.  And if you listen to 485 
what somebody has to say and you make informed decisions, I think you will have a very good 486 
outcome.” 487 
 488 
Ald. Smith stated she appreciates the comments made by Ald. Every and the rest of the 489 
alderpersons, and she said, “I think this was a good session, and there are a lot of things to take 490 
away from it.  I realize Jerry can’t answer the question, but I was curious – not from a negative 491 
sort of view, but just because I’m kind of a nerd – what the source of his document was that he 492 
was citing.  It’s just part of my personality; I can’t help it.  Maybe someday he can share that 493 
with me, but otherwise I really appreciate everyone’s comments.” 494 
 495 
Ald. Wulf said she also wanted to ask Ald. Every about the source of the document he had cited. 496 
 497 
Mayor Chilsen said he would make copies of the document for all the alderpersons. 498 
 499 
Sean asked that a copy of Ald. Every’s document be entered into the record. 500 
 501 
JoAnn indicated that Ald. Gjertsen would speak next. 502 
 503 
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Ald. Gjertsen said that like Ald. Wulf, he initially was not going to speak this evening.  Ald. 504 
Gjertsen said, “There was a reason for it.  I tend to like to do things impromptu.  This type of 505 
session and these types of thought processes, I thrive on it.  I walk into a room, and people are 506 
[engaged in] open dialogue.  I did write a few things down, and very similar to Diane, I was at 507 
that meeting [Wednesday night], and I came out with some ideas.  It’s not meant to beat down in 508 
any way.  If it comes off that way, that’s not what’s intended.  We do have some problems in this 509 
city.  We do have some challenges coming down the line.  The one thing that became pretty 510 
obvious – it’s something I’ve known, but it’s nice to hear – is we don’t need to brand our city.  It 511 
stands on its own, and I’m proud of that.  Jim Olson touched on that.  That just doesn’t happen 512 
by accident.  There are people who were here before us.  It’s kind of our nonstop legacy to try 513 
not to screw up what they did.  It’s easy to make a mistake.  It’s hard to straighten it out.  One of 514 
the things that I did do, and I have done in the time that I’ve been here, is I do take time to talk to 515 
staff, and I do take time to talk to the department heads.  Not just because there’s a problem – 516 
sometimes that’s what draws you close together – but I did take time to talk to our old Fire Chief 517 
[Don Dominick], and I’ve taken time to talk to our new Fire Chief [Billy Hayes].  We have a 518 
125-year anniversary coming up with our Fire Department.  That couples along with what we’re 519 
saying here tonight.  We also have some challenges for our Fire Department. 520 
 521 
On the building processes that we use it’s kind of connected up with the zoning stuff that we’ve 522 
been working on in the meeting [Wednesday night].  That meeting last night, at least with the 523 
individuals who were talking, I didn’t speak because I just wanted to collect information.  That’s 524 
kind of the reason I was there.  I’m glad that you guys felt that you needed to say something.  I 525 
just felt like this would be just as good.  It gave me a minute to think about it too.  One of the 526 
things that we’re doing in the city is we’re building up, and that’s probably going to be the way 527 
that we’re going to be going.  One of the things that we have to be really careful of – and this 528 
doesn’t come without some background checking and some discussion – is the building materials 529 
that we’re using to build our buildings, we need to take a close look at.  The State of Wisconsin 530 
is going to give us guidelines, but we can go up from what the state requires us to do and protect 531 
our citizens better, and also our firefighters who have to go out and fight these fires better.  We 532 
just had a situation out at Stoney Creek.  I knew this was going to happen.  You hold your breath 533 
and say, ‘I hope it never happens.’  A fire is a fire.  Anyone who has experienced a fire 534 
personally knows it’s devastating.  For the guys who go out and fight these fires, it’s not easy on 535 
them either.  To get on a flaming roof that you know is made out of OSB lumber knowing that it 536 
may give way – whether it’s moisture or heat or fire that is creating the problem – I cringe every 537 
time I see a fire truck going to a fire because we have so many of these buildings.  And as we 538 
continue to build, I think that as a Common Council we need to take a look at that seriously.  If 539 
we allow these guys to build with this material, they’re going to continue to do it.  We can have 540 
these discussions later, but I think we really need to look at it.  That’s the most serious thing that 541 
I have to deal with as far as what I’m going to speak about tonight. 542 
 543 
As I knew going into this, some of this stuff would be infill from things that we said before, 544 
which tells me we’re all thinking and we’re all looking at the same things.  We have our infill 545 
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problems down here that are going to be continuous.  It probably will go on long after we’re 546 
gone, and I don’t mean in our positions.  It’s always going to be an issue for this city.  Old goes 547 
out and new goes in, and how that best works.  Some of the things that were spoken about 548 
[Wednesday night] are concerns because I’m kind of a history buff.  I like history, and I like to 549 
preserve it, but it can’t be the driving force.  When something is shot, it has to come to the 550 
ground.  And if it’s four doors that you don’t like to look at, it’s not your property.  That’s the 551 
way I look at that.  We kind of have to go with that.  I feel for people that get something across 552 
the street that they don’t want, but people do own this property and they’re entitled to improve it 553 
the way they want, whether it’s a business or a resident.  As long as it’s in a tasteful fashion I’m 554 
always going to support it.  The parking downtown, along with the infill, is always going to 555 
haunt us.  We want to do something there, but there was … I’ve experienced it.  You come down 556 
from Kwik Trip and you come up to Main Street, and it’s dangerous.  We made it that way by 557 
allowing these parking spots.  I’m listening to the Police Chief [Troy Miller] and the Fire Chief.  558 
I think we need to be really careful on where we’re going to let them park.  There was some 559 
conversation about potentially putting a ramp down there.  I just think we’re never going to have 560 
a need for that amount of parking. 561 
 562 
Along with the building materials and the building codes that we’re going to be working on, I 563 
think we need to work closely with the Fire Department to get our potential disaster relief at its 564 
very highest level that we can have it.  If anyone has been paying attention, our weather has been 565 
getting crazier and crazier and crazier.  I feel it’s our responsibility to look far enough down the 566 
line to understand that we have the tax base, the men and the equipment to be able to view where 567 
the growth needs to go, and to be able to cover those needs for the City of Onalaska.” 568 
 569 
Ald. Every said, “We had a meeting regarding change to regional-type fire protection, and there 570 
was considerable discussion at that time.  But I like the discussion along those lines, but maybe 571 
taking a little bit different direction than what I think some were thinking about there.  That is, 572 
we look at cooperation in building some of these buildings in conjunction with other townships, 573 
and also sharing responsibilities for those.  The other thing that Ron touched on was about kind 574 
of planning where we want to go and what kind of developments we want to go where.  Do we 575 
want to have apartment buildings next to single-family homes in residential areas?  Do we have 576 
any land set aside for future development?  Have we put infrastructure there?  Should we put in 577 
infrastructure, or should we let the contractors do that?  Hopefully we’ll get a lot more guidance 578 
when we get the new, reformed rules – ordinances and suggestions for rules changes – that the 579 
Planning Department hopefully will implement.  [Rather], we will implement and they will 580 
discharge.  Those are all good things, and they are all things that I think about as well.” 581 
 582 
Ald. Binash thanked Ald. Gjertsen for the insight he had provided, and referred to Ald. 583 
Gjertsen’s comments regarding the challenges facing the city.  Ald. Binash said, “There are 584 
challenges, but there also are opportunities.  One of the things we would attempt to do is with 585 
Tourism is to try to bring in more things that bring people to this city to help our tax base.  I 586 
think that’s one of the things that’s going on down at the Great River Landing.  Of course there 587 
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are things that can be done better.  Are there challenges?  Yes.  Our Fire and Police Departments 588 
are going to need to expand because we are expanding the city, and we’re going to need to 589 
consider that as time goes on.  I do agree with you that there are challenges that we have to face 590 
and secondly, the changing demographics.  Are people wanting to buy single-family homes, or 591 
are they wanting to get condos, townhomes, or apartments?  Right now, in speaking with 592 
developers they’re looking at condos, townhomes, and apartment complexes because that’s what 593 
the public wants right now.  I do agree that we need to be mindful of how we incorporate that 594 
into the present structure of this city.” 595 
 596 
Ald. Smith thanked Ald. Gjertsen for his comments, and she said, “It reminded me of something 597 
from the meeting [Wednesday night].  At one point we were taking input from the public, and at 598 
one point one of the people expressed how they thought it was important for us to attract national 599 
chains.  Then another person expressed how they thought it was important to attract a small 600 
boutique-style stores.  Obviously there are diverse opinions about everything, just as there are 601 
diverse opinions among our Council.  I really think that our strength is in our diversity, and 602 
somewhere in there we need to try to listen to all these voices, and as Councilmembers try to find 603 
some kind of balance, especially when we’re looking at economic redevelopment.  Hopefully we 604 
can find a balance.” 605 
 606 
Ald. Olson thanked Ald. Gjertsen for his comments, and he said, “One thing for sure that we 607 
both agree with – and I’ve talked with our former Fire Chief at length about this – is that’s to 608 
construct safer dwellings, and to have some real stringent rules on the way we OK new 609 
developments in different parts of the city, and how we get water effectively to these people.  610 
I’ve been involved in a couple situations up here that scared the living daylights out of me.  That 611 
can’t happen again.  I’ve been told that these guidelines have been put in place where that can’t 612 
happen again.  The problem that you run into as you try to benefit people’s lives and save lives is 613 
that people who are building structures come and say, ‘People can’t afford this.’  I said, ‘I think 614 
that should be up to the people who are going to buy a home.  If your family doesn’t mean that 615 
much to you and you don’t mind if they’re incinerated, then I want to have a talk with you about 616 
other things.’  We need to keep those things in the forefront because public safety also should be 617 
very important to our citizenry.” 618 
 619 
Ald. Wulf thanked Ald. Gjertsen for his comments, and she said, “I think you also help make my 620 
point when I personally talk about my philosophy about having diversity in our committees and 621 
commissions and boards.  I look at this Council and the little bit of what I know about your 622 
background, and I hear the passion in your voice about safety and how that is something that you 623 
feel very strongly about, and you have with that background with the knowledge of what you 624 
have and with what you’ve done.  I look at all of our backgrounds here, and this is one Council 625 
that I’ve served on – this is my third go at this – that we have a very diverse Council, which I 626 
think is fabulous because we all bring something to the table.  I think that only benefits our 627 
citizens when we come to budget time and we come to every single month’s meetings.  I think 628 
that’s really important.  I’m married to a mechanical engineer, and I’ve always joked that it 629 
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would not be ideal to have six engineers sitting here or six of any one type of any [profession].  630 
It’s the diversity that we bring to the table here, and I really think this is probably the most 631 
diverse Council I’ve ever served on.  I really appreciate that.  I appreciate what you [Ald. 632 
Gjertsen] can bring to the table and your passion, especially when it comes to fire and for the 633 
safety because I don’t think we really talk about that.  In all my years I don’t think we’ve talked 634 
about that too much as a Council.  I know our [Fire] Chief and Assistant [Fire] Chief have, so I 635 
really appreciate that.  Thank you.” 636 
 637 
JoAnn indicated that Ald. Olson will be the final speaker. 638 
 639 
Ald. Olson thanked those present and said, “I’m going to make my comments brief.  I’ve used a 640 
word around here for 21 years.  It kind of stuck to me, and I’ve decided after reading a couple of 641 
things I’m going to change that word.  My former word that I used to like to use a lot was the 642 
word ‘integrity.’  I have now found a better word that I’m going to continue to use, and the word 643 
is ‘honesty’ because I think it not only builds self-esteem; it’s also a great value-producer 644 
because it is a great value to have.  So saying that, that’s where I come from.  I don’t have a lot 645 
to add here because I’ve been one of these people who has served on this government for a long 646 
time, and I’m honored to serve again for my 21st year.  It’s very important to me, and I still have 647 
the passion for serving the citizens of this community, honestly and above-board, along with all 648 
of you, whom I respect greatly.  It’s all right that we disagree from time to time as long as we 649 
have that down-deep respect for one another’s point of view.  I think we have a great group of 650 
people here.  I think the people who are sitting in the audience tonight are a blessing in disguise 651 
because you have always given this city your best.  We are so honored to have people like you – 652 
whether it’s JoAnn and the people in the front office, whether it’s Eric, whether it’s the people 653 
up here, or Fred [Financial Services Director/Treasurer Fred Buehler] or Katie [Planner/Zoning 654 
Inspector Katie Aspenson], our Chief of Police and our Chief of Fire – all the people back there 655 
[in the rear of the Council Chambers are] excellent people who really care about this city.  All of 656 
these things work together to make this a great place to live.  Thank you all, and I’m done.” 657 
 658 
Ald. Wulf said she believes she first met Ald. Olson in 2000, and she thanked him both for his 659 
service to the city and also for his comments. 660 
 661 
Ald. Smith thanked Ald. Olson for his “wise counsel” over the years. 662 
 663 
Ald. Binash told Ald. Olson he appreciated his comments and said he looks forward to the rest of 664 
their time serving together on the Common Council. 665 
 666 
Ald. Every thanked Ald. Olson. 667 
 668 
Ald. Gjertsen told Ald. Olson, “I don’t think it’s unique to you, but you’re the first one who 669 
came up and kind of got me going where I felt comfortable expressing my decisions.  Thank 670 
you.” 671 
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 672 
Item 3 – Individual comments and concerns by the Common Council members 673 
 674 
Sean explained that the Council had just completed Item 3, noting that Item 2 pertained to the 675 
rules. 676 
 677 
Adjournment 678 
 679 
Motion by Ald. Every, second by Ald. Gjertsen, to adjourn at 8:09 p.m. 680 
 681 
On voice vote, motion carried. 682 
 683 
 684 
Recorded by: 685 
 686 
Kirk Bey 687 


