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Our view: Parking lot at HSBC site a bad idea

AT ISSUE: Vacant building should be motivator to stir economic development

Observer-Dispatch

™~
The thought of leveling the HSBC building at Columbia and Genesee streets to create a parking lot is downright disturbing. It seems
the city’s whole economic development strategy of late seems to hinge on parking lots. First there’s a grand plan for a parking garage,
and suddenly that’s history.

Now it seems any building that blinks is suddenly placed on the death watch with the parking lot buzzards circling overhead waiting
for that last gasp.

Is this the city’s economic development plan? Maybe we should just level downtown, pave it over into a giant parking lot, buy a fleet
of buses and run service to the suburbs.

Come on. There is no question that the HSBC building needs to be compliant with codes. Standing water on the roof could be
indicative of a drainage problem, and the building needs to be checked to make certain there is no structural damage. The nearby
Adirondack Bank building (Bankers Trust then) had severe water problems — its basement was filled with water and engineers once
gave it one year left — but the building was resurrected and saved.

The HSBC building isn’t anywhere near as old as its neighbor, and Codes Commissioner David Farina says there is nothing to suggest
a structural problem. So check it out, fix things, if necessary, and work with the owners to breathe some life back into it — and
downtown.

There is, of course, a caveat. When then-Mayor Edward Hanna made a deal with local businessman Tom Clark in 1996 to redevelop
what is now the Adirondack Bank building, the city spent hundreds of thousands of dollars redeveloping the structure before selling it
to Clark for $1. The Adirondack Bank building deal generated success, but at a price.

Likewise, there is the taxpayer investment in Hotel Utica. The owners have failed to meet loan obligations for years, and re-payments
have been made by the city with Community Development Block Grant funds that could be used for other things. And just last week,
the Bank of Utica, which holds a mortgage on the property, paid the hotel’s delinquent tax bill as the city prepared to foreclose.

Saving both buildings was a psychological boost for those who believe downtown can succeed, and government should provide
companies and developers the opportunity to do so. But it must stop short of subsidizing their operations.

It would, as Michael Bosak of the Landmarks Society says, be tragic to tear down the HSBC building. In the short term, city leaders
should work with the owners first to make the building secure and then to put it into use. Former Economic Development
Commissioner Robert Sullivan said those owners were approached when they first purchased the building in 2009, but what has
happened since?

This is certain: Downtown economic development needs to be a major theme for this year’s mayoral campaign, and candidates for the
city’s top job had better be prepared to lay out a strategy for bringing life back into buildings like HSBC — not just creating more
parking lots. After all, if we keep tearing down buildings, we won'’t really need the parking lots, will we?
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