
Town of Gnesen Planning Commission  

March 18, 2026, Minutes, 7pm 
 

 

Members Present: Carter Williams, Sherri Underthun, Richard Delano Matt Thibodeau, Pete Bergman, Kathy 

Buran, Nancy Poppenberg- Town Board Liaison, Zoning Officer Mike Polzin, Zoning Officer Rick Hogenson, 

Deputy Clerk Sara Rowe, Planning and Zoning Secretary, Town Clerk Sarah Blix 

 

Members Absent: Carol Jacobson 

 

Others Present:  Randy Dulinsky, Mike Rowe, AJ Jensen, Jon Nelson, Cella Stewart, Dave Stewart, Mickey 

Ferguson, Jay and Marcia Haller 

 

 

Approval of the agenda: Matt made a motion to approve the agenda with minor changes, seconded by Sherri.  

The motion was approved.  

 

 

Approval of January 21st, 2026, minutes: A motion was made by Sherri to approve the minutes, seconded by 

Kathy. The motion passed. 

 

Old Business:  

 

Reviewing language in STR ordinance regarding septics- Supervisor Nelson noted the attorney’s finding of 

facts regarding two sections, 1 and 4. He stated the recommendations came from what was already laid out in 

the minutes but were not in the ordinance. He referenced three bullet points and section 4 being “compliant” and 

not “non-conforming”. Sherri asked whose suggestion that was. Supervisor Nelson stated that is what we asked 

the lawyer, because that is what was in our minutes. A copy of several minutes for background was sent to the 

lawyer. Matt pointed out a typo. Sherri asked why it was sent to an attorney after they decided nothing was 

going to be done, as she suggested at the last month’s meeting that they accept St. Louis County pass or no pass 

which included nonconforming, when people are concerned about having to replace a 30-or-40-thousand-dollar 

system. Supervisor Nelson responded that the Stewarts engaged an attorney that engaged our attorney. Our 

attorney read our ordinance and read the minutes. Our attorney read it as just compliant, though our minutes 

made it clear it was only compliant for these reasons, it wasn’t clear in the ordinance. The attorney advised to 

approve the Stewart STR permit which we did in February. The lawyer said he would suggest changes in the 

ordinance to make it more clear. We wanted a fully compliant system because the County allows for two people 

per bedroom, but we also add two, which is more than the County does, so it’s a real change in use. Because of 

that change of use, that’s where we want it fully compliant. Supervisor Nelson stated it will go to a public 

hearing on March 23rd, and The Board at that meeting would approve it or not. Sherri stated at the public 

hearing, if people wanted to say they do want to follow what St. Louis County does… she understands the 

adding two people, but short term rentals are non-rented out 365, and the septic systems can handle it, probably 

and they may not be doing laundry which is included in that two per bedroom. If we chose, we could take out 

those words “nonconforming”. Supervisor Nelson stated yes, people can come in and state their opinions, that is 

what the public hearing is about. Carter stated that somewhere in ordinance 10 we need to state we are not a 

septic authority. Supervisor Nelson stated that it says in the STR ordinance, the new language says that St. Louis 

County delineates onsite wastewater inspections into four categories. It is clear there that we are using the St. 

Louis County decision. Carter said that is supported in our ordinance 10.124 that talks about nonconforming 

onsite treatment systems. Sherri stated she is looking at smaller lots on a lake and if they want a short-term 

rental, it could become a problem because it may be a nonconforming system, and the County does separate it 

into those four categories, two of which are passing, two of which are fail. The bottom line is we want them to 

be passing and working. Marcella Stewart stated her understanding is that the Township may not override the 

County septic determinations based solely on the septic status contrary to County findings because the 

Township does not have its own septic, so the Township can’t deny them a permit based on that septic system, 

because it is passing. Chair Nelson stated that is wrong. The Township attorney said as long as we are clear in 

our findings, which is where we are explaining our rationale in the ordinance. Marcella asked what does 
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“findings” mean. Supervisor Nelson again stated it is the rationale. Carter stated there was input from 

committees and input from public hearings and from those hearings, various findings. Sarah Blix stated that we 

should add after “St. Louis County”, “as our septic authority” to remove confusion between the State and the 

County. This is in reference to section 4, 3a. 

Rick stated we cannot be less restrictive than St. Louis County. Our plus two is making us less restrictive than 

the County. He also stated section 4, 3a, from St. Louis County, there is no place on their form that says 

“current.” It says “valid,” so should we switch over to “valid”? It says five years on there. He was speaking to 

somebody in St Louis County Soil and Water Septic, and he was told “I don’t know if the permit is valid for five 

years”. He also talked to someone who does the inspections, and asked in his current case, does he have to go 

back and go get this done first, because their permit is not “valid”, and discussion needs to be held on this. Rick 

also stated a “valid” condition for a ten-year period. Supervisor Nelson asked where Rick would want to put the 

word “valid”. Rick said section 4, 3a. Sherri sated we still need to leave in the word “current” in there with 

“valid”, because the permit Rick handed to him, is not “valid” right now. Rick agreed, it is not current or valid. 

Marcia asked if Island Lake Inn has a nonconforming system for their STR. Rick stated it was nonconforming 

and it is now conforming. Sarah Blix also confirmed this. Marcella stated when the septic was tested the box 

was checked for short term rental, and it’s passing, and even if it wasn’t, it’s still not a change in use because it’s 

used as a house. Sarah Blix stated when you look at St. Louis County, when you apply for a short-term rental, 

you are changing that from residential to commercial use. Marcella stated that it was done before she applied for 

a permit. Carter asked them if they have their permit, why are these issues coming up? Dave Stewart stated they 

wanted to explain what they found out. Sherri stated that a nonconforming system doesn’t necessarily mean it’s 

a failing system. Can we talk to the attorney about the Pass or fail? Supervisor Nelson restated that the attorney 

came up with his language based on our previous minutes, Planning and Zoning meetings and Board meetings, 

and what the public hearing took this to be. There may be disagreement about that and can be brought up at the 

public hearing. Matt said what he heard Sherri say is if she, through her work, think that there can be a septic 

system that can be nonconforming yet still compliant… Carter interjected, no, it can be nonconforming that is 

not failing. Matt interjected that he was asking Sherri, based on Sherri’s questions tonight, it can be a 

nonconforming septic system that is still compliant in St. Louis County. Sherri added that it still works if you 

utilize the exact verbiage that everybody else is using. A nonconforming misses some of the technical standards, 

but it still works. It passes. Carter stated his understanding of nonconforming compliant using his system and 

experience with the County. Dick stated now you turn in your short-term rental, and you have more people there 

and putting more stuff into the system, he didn’t think it would be compliant. Carter stated it’s the change of use 

that moved it from noncompliant to compliant and that is why these committees and groups wanted a compliant 

system. 

Sherri questioned if we could remove the “plus two” language. Wouldn’t that solve a lot of problems? 

Supervisor Nelson stated that the public hearing was based on a very specific issue, so that would not 

accommodate going in and changing other things and going beyond that. Rick suggested bullet point 3 in 

Section 1, where the attorney says this creates a strain on all systems including sewage and water, he recognizes 

that our ordinance creates occupancy which is greater than what is allowed and we need to look at the two and 

two, plus two language. Supervisor Nelson asked if Rick was saying it would be in contradiction to ordinance 

10. Rick stated it is less restrictive than what the County allows and we can’t do that. Dick made a motion that 

we send the two proposed changes to the public hearing, suggesting change “current to current, valid” in Section 

4, item 3a, and after “St. Louis County” add a comma and “as our septic authority,” It was seconded by Kathy. It 

was voted on and passed with no further discussion. 

 

Carter stated there was one absence. 

 

 

Training: Rescheduled to April 10, 1pm. Carter also stated our lawyer offered free training to the Township. 

 

Ordinance Change Proposal Procedures: The zoning Clerk stated the section out of ordinance 10, page 27, 

was put in their packets for informational purposes as there was some discussion on the procedures for 

ordinance change proposals and we have had some members of the community putting forth ordinance change 

proposals. Carter stated we have set up a committee to review the ordinance, to bring them in line with the 

County and the State. 
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Sherri stated one ordinance request for change came from the community and we have 60 days, and blew by 

that, deciding not to do anything until the committee got through everything. They filled out our ordinance 

change proposal form and asked for a change in the ordinance and because we changed it to twice a year, we 

said thanks but no thanks. Carter stated he thought we were trying to incorporate those proposals brought to the 

committee to that group that is reviewing the ordinance. Sherri said we are but not following the ordinance. 

Carter stated the issue needs to go to the committee and that Randy and Mike Rowe had proposed changes. They 

did not receive a response withing 60 days. Mike Rowe asked what happens after the 60 days have lapsed. 

Sherri stated it goes straight to the Town Board. Sherri suggested that instead of tabling and pushing things 

down the road we need to relook at how we do our ordinance changes if the community is asking for them and 

at least the community has their say on it and not just this group or Town Supervisor’s decision. We can leave it 

to the committee, but we are not doing what we are supposed to be doing according to this. Carter stated we 

need to fix the ordinance and the way we do it. 

 

60-day Rule: Incomplete applications and short-term rental, 60-day rule: Carter’s question: who determines 

whether it is complete or incomplete. If the boxes are not checked it is an incomplete application, then there are 

15 days to inform applicant the application is incomplete. There’s been some issues with that, and we are 

bringing it up to know that is what we have to follow. Rick asks if somebody brings in their application and Sara 

looks at it, that does not mean it is approved even though she checks the boxes because Mike and him can go 

over that and see something snuck through. So, if Sara receives it on the 1st, and Planning and Zoning doesn’t 

get it until the 4th, and we look at it, and deem it incomplete, that’s when our 15 days start. Generally, it’s a 

phone call right away to the applicant and the letter should also go about the same day or as soon as the office is 

open again. Carter said we need a documented record in the file. Pete asked, is it when they get the letter or 

when it is sent. Rick said the 15 days starts when it is sent. Kathy asked, are all those details documented so if 

you got hit by a bus, we would have that somewhere and what’s needed to be done? The zoning clerk stated we 

have a 60-day check list. Rick said he gets a stamped copy of the application, and he gets to write all over his 

copy because she has the original and he writes down on this date he spoke to Marcella, on this date he met with 

them. This is what he discussed with them. The clerk’s copy might stay pristine, and his copy might look like a 

note pad, so yes, it is written down. Carter stated the problem with that is if something happens to him, his 

records are going to disappear and all those agreements and comments are going to be hard to bring back up so 

somehow, we need to get his comments in the file too, not just in a personal notebook. Rick said they are in the 

file, and stated this came up because we can’t take the original out. He may have it out, but it comes back to the 

office the next day, and if he gets hit by a bus in the meantime he doesn’t care about Gnesen’s paperwork. The 

zoning Clerk stated it hasn’t always been the case where all this information is getting in the file, so she would 

like to get it all recorded and into one place. If something comes up three years from now, we have all the 

information. 

 

Fee Schedule: Carter stated, if either one of our zoning officers makes a visit at the request of an applicant 

before an application is made, there is a fee to be charged for that service. So, if you are being a friend and come 

out to do a friendly visit, and it’s a part of your job, there should be a fee for that. After the application is filled 

out and is ready to be acted upon that is a totally different story. The fee for the evaluation is 100 dollars. 

 

New Business: 

 

Terms expire for Joe, Kathy and Dick: Carter made a motion to recommend Joe, Kathy and Dick to the Board 

for renewal of their terms for the Planning Commission. It was seconded by Matt and approved by the 

Commission. 

 

Comments on Officer’s Report: Carter asked for more feedback on the zoning officer’s reports, such as what 

the questions are that they have about them or why it is that a permit is sailing through with no issues, some of 

the discussion, like with their notes, that the rest of us would like to know what’s going on too. It would be 

helpful to expand the reports. 

 

 

Zoning Officer’s report: 
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Mike: Hemlock Dr. There is no change in status.  

 

Rick: Someone came in with a permit that wanted to get started and we complied as best we could with road 

restrictions coming on. One came in today that had discrepancy in their square footage. 

 

Rick had a question about grandfathered in short-term rentals and new applications and distances. Do the new 

applicants have to abide by the distance requirements for the grandfathered STRs. They still must maintain 

distance requirements from the grandfathered STR as stated by Chair Supervisor Nelson. New applicants are not 

exempt. 

 

Correspondence: Renewal letters were sent for STR. The Stewart’s STR is in the mail. A letter was sent out 

regarding incomplete STR application on the Middleton STR. 

 

Sherri had a question on Needle Lane. Nancy stated it got subdivided and was being used for a turnaround in the 

past. 

 

 

Motion to Adjourn: Matt made a motion to adjourn, seconded by Dick. The motion passed and the meeting 

was adjourned at 8:02pm. 

 

 

 

Next Planning and Zoning meeting                       May 20, 7:00pm 

 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

 

              

Sara Rowe, Deputy Planning and Zoning Secretary  Carter Williams, Planning Commission Chair 

 

 

    _____________    

Date        


