
Dear Mayor and Common Council, 

RE: Professionally trained and experienced Administrator 

I am writing this letter to underscore the crucial need for a professional Administrator in the City of La 

Crosse. The role of an Administrator is pivotal in ensuring the smooth functioning of the city's 

operations. Below, I present my thoughts and comments on this matter. 

No matter the organization, be it a non-profit, educational institution, governmental body, small 

business, or corporate enterprise, many factors contribute to the organization's health. The 

organization's health allows for adaption to change, creates the culture, determines production outputs, 

maximizes allocation of financial resources, and creates the greatest service for the customer. While 

there are many factors in creating healthy organizations, three main factors are Leadership, Structure, 

and Professional Skill Requirements. Working on your organizational health is a pursuit in which 

improvement always exists, change is constantly necessary, and creating the proper focus is absolute. 

Like many of you working in various roles in different types of organizations, I have learned to ask a 

fundamental question with both little issues, conflict resolution, and significant decisions that question 

is “What does great look like?” Once “great” is defined, putting the pieces to pursue that objective 

becomes relatively easy. From my vantage point of view, “What does great look like?” for the City of La 

Crosse operations platform, it is easy to define that our city has a structural issue that causes a skills gap. 

Below, I will define some of these issues from my perspective, with the caveat that there is no silver 

bullet to improving an organization. It is constantly focused on intentional work “on” the organization 

versus working “in” the organization. We must recognize these issues and work towards change and 

improvement in our city's operations.  

In the case of a city, the vision is the will of the people (which in written form is all the plans sitting on 

the shelves, some of which may be lacking implementation); the leadership is based on whom they 

choose to represent them. We choose to have an elected administrator (mayor) handling day-to-day 

operations; we elect a new administrator every 6.2 years since Mayor Medinger was in office. Then, we 

expect this person to have all the skills required to administer the city's business. I often joke that every 

6.2 years, the whole City of La Crosse gets on a giant airplane, then we elect one of us as our pilot and 

hope like heck they have enough skill to get it off the ground and, more importantly, land the plane with 

most of us surviving. The probability of electing someone with the skills required to manage the 

complexity of a city is as close to zero as you can get. To make matters worse, this “newly elected 

administrator” manages the city's day-to-day operations but has zero authority to get the work done, as 

that lies with our common council. Fundamentally, our structure creates an administrator without 

professional skill, then provides a work environment in which they have no authority. This is not what 

great looks like. We need a collaborative effort to address these issues and create a better future for our 

city. 

Having worked in many communities, my experience in working with communities with a professional 

Administration there are many benefits. Three recent projects we have worked on are as follows: 

1. Professional administrators implement plans effectively. We did a $18 million project 

approximately three years ago; we were selected via RFP in mid-April. By August 1st, we had 

completed all entitlements, and excavators were moving dirt for the project. Our team spent 

less than 4 hours in public meetings. This project also included approximately $1M in public 



sector projects that we completed in our scope of work. How? The administrator managed the 

process with professional skill, and the whole team at the city knew their marching orders and 

timeline for getting work done. This administrator's plans were not on a shelf; the team was 

implementing the people's plans, and the council was exceptionally well informed and received 

updates on the process; they knew the city business. This administrator knew the city 

economics so well that they provided us with the market rate rent projection with examples; 

additionally, due to the public-private partnership, they also knew the support needed to make 

the project work. This administrator and staff “knew their numbers.” We are starting another 

project in the community in 2025. This community is the benchmark for what does great look 

like.  

2. On September 16th, we broke ground on a $32 million public-private partnership, including a 

new public library, community center, and 78 residential units. This collaborative project 

included many partners, including the school district, senior center, library board, several 

community members, vision groups, and our development team. This comprehensive project 

with significant deal structure complexity falls on the skill of one person, a first-time city 

administrator who worked his way up the ladder and was professionally educated and trained.  

The city administrator has managed this process with timelines and specifics, laid out steps to 

finish, facilitated vital community input, and managed the outside professional services required 

for a successful project. The mayor and council were active in this project's public meetings, 

engaged in the vetting process, and, most importantly, championed this great new addition to 

the community's urban core and its lasting impact. In La Crosse, we closed libraries.  

3. The final project will be very familiar. An experienced administrator led it at the time, taking 

place in the core of the City of La Crosse. At the time of construction, it was one of the larger 

dollar-volume projects in the city's core. This project was led by the County Administrator and 

included a county administration building, Belle Square Block, and The Hub on the 6th. These 

three projects changed our urban core and turned parking lots into residential housing and 

business use, converting a minimally used bank building and repurposing it for county offices 

and turning an asbestos-infused office building to be repurposed for housing, which includes 

condos. The role of the administrator was critical; I think you would be hard-pressed to “elect” 

the required professional skill needed to put this project together.  

 

Other strategic differences between our current structure and that of a city administrator, from my 

experience, are as follows: 

1. Having a trained professional administer the duties associated with the day-to-day management 

of a city allows elected officials to be more impactful in their service to the community. An 

effective administrator will provide thoughtful expertise, excellent communication, good 

training, and a comprehensive approach to supporting the vision of the elected 

officials/community, which causes and empowers more of the people's vision to be done. An 

administrator managing day-to-day details strengthens the voice of the people. 

2. The number of people willing to run for office will increase as it will not be a full-time job. I 

appreciate the work our current and past council have put into running our city, but let's face it, 

it is a considerable time commitment that most people can’t do. This time commitment is a 

prime example of structural deficiency in the city operations. I serve on non-profit boards, but 



only if they have paid professional staff, which allows me to contribute to my area of expertise 

without an extra full-time or part-time job. 

3. A professional administrator will create an environment where all department heads can focus 

on the production needed to complete the community's vision with the authority to make 

necessary changes. Currently, our mayor has responsibilities/duties to perform. Still, the reality 

is the council manages those department heads, and the authority to replace department heads 

lies in the hands of the council, which creates a work environment in which a department head 

does not have to listen to our weak mayor. We have a lot of excellent department heads in the 

city; we also have department heads who choose not to follow the direction of the Mayor, as I 

have witnessed over the years. In essence, our mayor has responsibility with no authority, which 

is a broken operating platform, leading to a workplace that is less than desirable. With candor, 

our workforce deserves a trained, professional, and competent supervisor. 

4. Communities need capital from the private sector to complete projects and facilitate economic 

development. In essence, our community is competing with other communities for that capital. I 

recently spoke at the Economic Development Association of Minnesota Summer Conference. 

After the presentation, I met several professional staff and administrators working to move their 

communities forward; I did not meet a single mayor. They are not even in the game. 

5. Our current structure creates a void in leadership in day-to-day operations as our typical 

modern-day mayor's tenure is 6.2 years; the first half or more of their tenure is just figuring out 

the job and developing professional skills. When you have this void in leadership, it creates an 

environment of a de facto administrator. For many years of my early career, this role was served 

by our Director of Planning, Larry Kirch. Larry, in essence, served as a City Administrator. I don’t 

think he asked to be in the role; he was just willing to do the work and filled the void the best he 

could.  

6. By having a professionally trained Administrator, the mayor can more effectively lead in 

implementing the people’s vision. For a couple of reasons, but typically, in most organizations, 

the visionary and implementer are not the same person, and the skills required are different. Let 

the Mayor be the champion voice and visionary of the people’s will. Let a qualified, trained, and 

professional Administrator excel in the operations and implementation of the people’s business.  

7. Regarding the cost of this new position, the cost is what you will pay for an administrator. You 

will get the value by fixing the broken operating platform. A simple 1% savings in efficiency in a 

75-million-dollar budget will more than pay for this position, but the real value lies in unrealized 

opportunity cost. To see this in action, what was the net benefit of new tax revenue, homes 

created, and economic impact in example 3 above?  

I could continue regarding the value and benefits of a city administrator in creating a healthy 

organization focusing on Leadership, Structure, and Professional Skills. But I will end by saying that I 

believe this decision is the most critical to come before the council during my time working in the city. 

Now is the time to act and work “on” the structural problems within the city by hiring a city 

administrator to implement the vision created by our elected body.  

As always, if I can help in any way, I will. Thank you for reading this letter. I am cheering you on in this 

decision. 

Marvin Wanders 


