Study Session Meeting — Council Chambers, Ely City Hall
August 31, 2021

CALL TO ORDER
Mayor Skraba called the meeting to order at 6:30pm.

PRESENT: Council members A.Forsman, Debeltz, Omerza, Callen, and Mayor Skraba
ABSENT: Council Member Kess and Campbell

ADDITIONS OR OMISSIONS: None
OLD BUSINESS: None

NEW BUSINESS:

A. Update on Fires around the area

B.

Mayor Skraba indicated that Congressman Stauber was in town last Wednesday. Mayor Skraba
took Stauber to Brittons to see their operation of feeding the firefighters. Mayor Skraba and
Stauber also met with Aaron Kania the District Ranger for the Kawishiwi Ranger District of the
Forest Service, went out to the airport and they went out to the Greenwood Lake Fire to see the
fire operations. In discussion with Kania they talked about protecting Ely, Mayor Skraba stated
that in the past there was discussion about building a fire line around the south side of Ely.

Mayor Skraba stated that he has been asked numerous times if Ely has a plan for an evacuation
and what the city plans to do if that would need to happen. Mayor Skraba indicated that the city
has an evacuation plan that was provided by our Emergency Management Director, it is a very
thought-out plan.

Langowski stated at the last ER Meeting it was discussed about the Emergency Management
Director replacement since Burger put in his resignation; it was discussed to keep the director in
the Police Department, more discussion will be had in the future regarding the Emergency
Management Director position.

Chief Houde indicated that it was good to have a non-chief as the Emergency Management
Director, for example on the Blueberry Arts Storm, Burger took charge of the evacuation of the
Nursing Home when they had a fire alarm, Chief Houde took charge of the Whiteside Park and
Chief Marshall was handling all the fire calls for downed power lines etc. Langowski stated that
we do have a plan, if we had an event where we would have to evacuate Ely we have a plan and
it would go through the main information officer for the city the Mayor and all departments and
all staff members would be carrying out the duties that are described in that document.

Mayor Skraba stated that District Ranger Kania called him last night to let him know they are
discussing opening up parts of the Boundary Waters again. They are still working out the details,
but possibly just for day use motor use only and areas that are away from the fires.
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Mayor Skraba stated that when Stauber and Kania met they discussed the need at the airport for a
new apron since the current forest service apron is inadequate to provide the proper space for all
the aircraft that is in the area for fighting wildfires. The City of Ely currently has a project
proposed to reconstruct the existing apron, but the city is unable get funds from the FAA for the
part of the apron that the forest service runs since it is not used for passengers. The forest service
has said that they do not want to pay for it. The forest service said they can go to Brainerd or
Duluth, and that Ely is not used that much for fire, as Stauber and Mayor Skraba are standing on
the taxiway with major wildfire planes and helicopters coming and going at the Ely Airport. We
are asking for $1.9 Million, the forest service staff that was there did a fantastic job explaining
what was going on to Stauber and his staff.

Langowski indicated that in the last 20 years some of the largest forest fires in Minnesota have
been in our area. The Ely Airport is very critical in fighting these fires, and we appreciate
Stauber coming to the Airport to see what needs are needed at the Ely Airport. Langowski stated
that after Stauber’s visit we received calls from Amy Klobuchar’s and Tina Smith’s office.
Langwoski sent letters to Stauber, Smith and Klobuchar’s offices explaining the needs at the Ely
Airport which include a new apron which is a $2.4 Million project and $1.9 Million is not
eligible for FAA funding since the apron is exclusively used for the USFS. We also requested
help with an additional fuel tank and fuel pumper tanker truck.

Chief Marshall stated that it is good to have this discussion and to not forget about it once winter
hits, we need to keep these discussions on the forefront. Chief Marshall stated that he would
love to think that this year is a blip, but what he fears is that we are going to start seeing more of
these types of events in this area. We as a community need to talk about it and be prepared for
them in the future.

Omerza asked Marshall what we can do as a community and as the greater Ely community what
would you like us to do.

Chief Marshall stated that with his experience on the Greenwood Fire we need to listen to what
Gloria Erickson says about being a Fire wise Property and defensible space. Chief Marshall
stated that there were a lot of properties in that area of the Greenwood fire that were not
defensible. Within the City limits Marshall stated he would like to look at a fire break around the
city. We always think about cabin owners and property owner outside of town, but we need to
think about inside of town as well. What do we have in town as property owners that can make
our spaces a little more defensible in town? Marshall also stated that the Fire Department has
responded to several calls in the last couple weeks about campfires in town. Don’t do it, it
doesn’t take much for a fire to start.

Omerza asked as a council you would like us to take this a step further and not forget about this
and to not put this on the back burner. We need to work more actively with our neighbors, and
work on getting that defensible space as a city. Maybe have the Mayor and a couple council
members to move forward with a plan.

Chief Marshall stated that we cannot forget about these fires, if we do forget we are going to be
reminded again. Marshall thinks we are going to see more of these events in the future. We as a
fire department have been talking about it, and we as a community need to have this discussion
as well.
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Langowski stated that the occurrence and duration of these fires seems to be increasing.
Langowski indicated that we need to be more aware, every year we have aircraft stationed at the
Ely Airport. It seems like these events are happening more frequently.

Chief Marshall indicated that Chief Houde and himself were discussing that the DNR ordered no
campfires in Northern St Louis County, but that order does not extend to municipalities like the
City of Ely. Chief Marshall suggested that the council take up an order to ban campfires in the
City of Ely limits for the near future, not permanently, but until the drought situation gets better.
Langowski stated that we can put something on next Tuesday’s council agenda regarding
campfires.

ADJOURN
Mayor Skraba adjourned the meeting at 7:12pm.

Casey Velcheff
Deputy Clerk



